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ABSTRACT 
The dissertation examines adaptations of Shakespearean plays in the operatic 
libretti of Giuseppe Verdi (1813-190 1 ), who dominated Italian opera in the second half of 
the nineteenth century. Although Verdi relied on the assistance of librettists with all his 
operas, he maintained scrupulous control over the textual details. The primary focus is on 
the triangle formed by Shakespeare, Verdi, and the librettist with considered attention to 
the ways in which a dramatic crux, or challenge, will both differ from and be cognate 
with an operatic crux. The monograph explores original Shakespearean sources, literary 
and musicological criticism, and the impact of historical circumstances on the genesis of 
Verdi's Shakespearean libretti. A brief biographical account of the composer is followed 
by a synopsis of the development of opera and an overview of the role of the librettist. It 
then addresses the distinguishing features of Shakespeare's writing that need to be 
considered when assessing adaptations of his plays into libretti. 
The second, third, and fourth parts of the study focus respectively on the three 
operas: Macbeth (1847) written with librettist Francesco Piave, Otello (1887), and 
VI 
Falstaff (1893), the latter two written with Arrigo Boito. Additional research includes 
new evidence regarding Verdi's unfinished Re Lear. The three complete operas are 
examined in close textual comparison with their original sources. Particular attention is 
given to the translations used in the libretti; textual and plot conformity; replication of 
rhyme and meter; diction and syntax; character portrayal and replication; and distinctions 
between dramatic and operatic settings. The study also compares different editions of the 
plays upon which the operas were based, as well as various editions of correspondence. 
The conclusion assesses Verdi's contribution to Shakespearean adaptation and the 
subsequent implications for the task of the librettist in creating a quality text that 
enhances, rather than detracts from, the composer's effort. 
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Introduction 
"The foundations and influences of (the libretto) lie not in music and music theory 
and development but rather in the history of the written and spoken work: in 
poetry and drama. Those who have written on opera have had, by and large, 
neither exposure to nor training in these two fields, so that they have extrapolated 
from fragmentary data. Those who could have commented fruitfully on the 
history of the libretto and its relationship with the music usually have had neither 
exposure to nor training in music and operatic history." 
-Patrick Smith in The Tenth Muse: A Historical Study of the Opera Libretto 1 
As Patrick Smith argues in the passage above, research on the operatic libretto, or 
"little book," has been limited in both scope and quantity because of the lack of 
interdisciplinary expertise in music and literary scholarship. Studies among music critics 
have been beset by inadequate and arbitrary standards of evaluation that do not reflect the 
norms of research methodology in literature, while literary critics who approach the 
esoteric world of opera often lack the necessary background of artistic aptitude. The 
academic task of examining libretti has been further hindered by the large spectrum of 
their respective quality, which ranges from brilliantly imaginative to abysmally mediocre. 
When a libretto is an adaptation of an already extant piece of literature, the quality is 
even more difficult to measure given the incumbent contingency of the text's 
subordination to musical format. Prior to the twentieth century, Shakespearean libretti in 
particular were notoriously deficient, with adaptations by Rossini, Thomas, Gounod, 
Bellini and others being feeble at best. 
Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901) was a rare exception to these composers in his 
efforts to reproduce Shakespeare's plays as faithfully as possible. He also understood the 
1 Patrick Smith, The Tenth Muse: A Historical Study of the Opera Libretto (New York: Knopf Books, 
1970), vii. 
2 
pivotal role of the libretto in the success of an opera. In a letter to his French music 
publisher, Leon Escudier, Verdi discussed a King Lear opera with the following proviso: 
"If we were to choose Re Lear, we would have to stay close to Shakespeare and follow 
his path scrupulously. He is such a great poet that one cannot touch him without taking 
away that originality and character that are so powerful in him. "2 Although Verdi 
eventually decided not to produce Re Lear, he composed three Shakespearean operas: 
Macbeth (1847), Otello (1887), and Falstaff(1893). Written in the comfort and fame of 
his old age, these last two operas reflect Verdi's progress as a composer and interpreter of 
the prosaic and profound that had earned him so much acclaim. Much like Eliot's 
description of Shakespeare, he too was able to "transmute his personal and private 
agonies into something rich and strange, something universal and impersonal. "3 With an 
attention to detail that was at times autocratic, Verdi oversaw the creation of his 
Shakespearean libretti in close collaboration with Francesco Maria Piave (1810- 1876) 
and Arrigo Boito (1842- 1918), whom he hired to help write the versification. 
This study will focus on the triangle formed by Shakespeare, Verdi, and the 
librettist with considered attention to the ways in which a dramatic crux, or challenge, 
will both differ from and be cognate with an operatic crux. It will examine original 
Shakespearean sources, literary and musicological criticism, and the impact of historical 
circumstances on the genesis of Verdi's three Shakespearean libretti. Following a brief 
biographical account of Verdi, the first part of the study will be a synopsis of the 
2 Letter of30 June 1854 to Leon Escudier, as quoted by Mary Jane Phillips-Matz, Verdi: A Biography 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 500. 
3 T.S. Eliot, Selected Essays (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1932), 117. 
3 
development of opera through the nineteenth century, followed by an overview of the 
role of the librettist. It will then address the distinguishing features of Shakespeare's 
writing that need to be considered when assessing adaptations of his plays into libretti. 
The second, third, and fourth parts of the study will focus respectively on the three 
operas: Macbeth (1847) written with librettist Francesco Piave, Otello (1887), and 
Falstaff(l893), the latter two written with librettist Arrigo Boito. It will also compare the 
different editions of the plays upon which they were based, as well as various editions of 
his correspondence. The conclusion will examine Verdi's contribution to Shakespearean 
adaptation and the subsequent implications for the task of the librettist in creating a 
quality text that enhances, rather than detracts from, the composer's effort. 
4 
Biographical Notes and Contemporaneous Shakespearean Opera 
Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901) was born into a small landowning peasant family in 
Busseto, Italy, and had his start in music by composing songs for the band of his town. 
Several local patrons saw sufficient musical potential in these works to sponsor Verdi's 
studies in Milan when he was nineteen years old. Much to their eventual chagrin, the 
Milan conservatory rejected Verdi because, among other reasons, he was considered too 
old. Verdi was always sensitive about his lack of formal education in music, and even 
turned down a professorship in his fifties because he did not consider himself"leamed."4 
The paradox of a great composer who feels inadequate is not unusual. J. S. Bach, for 
instance, created numerous pieces for students that are still meticulously taught, such as 
his etudes and multi-part inventions. And yet, because of multiple family deaths that 
resulted in prolonged school absences, he was unable to attend the conservatory, which 
was a source of embarrassment for the rest of his life.5 Another example is Rimsky-
Korsakov, a master at orchestration, who could not bring himself to complete his treatise 
on composition because he felt unequal to the task. (His editor finished it after his 
death. )6 In lieu of conservatory studies, Verdi had seven years of private lessons in Milan. 
This period was followed by the production of his first opera, Oberto, at La Scala. His 
fame grew with his prodigious output, and he eventually dominated Italian opera much in 
the same way that his counterpart, Richard Wagner, dominated German opera. 
4 R.J. Stove, A Student's Guide to Music History (Wilmington: lSI Books, 2007), 62. 
5 Roland de Cande, Jean-Sebastien Bach (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1984 ), 44-48. 
6 Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov, Principles ofOrchestration (New York: Dover Publications, 1922), vii-ix. 
5 
However, tragedy in his personal life nearly put an end to his compositional 
career. The close succession of the deaths of his two children in infancy and of his ftrst 
wife Margherita (nee Barezzi) in 1840 were a devastating blow. Verdi was distraught and 
convinced that he should stop writing music. Matters were not helped by the failure of his 
opera, Un giorno di regno, which he composed during 1838-1840 as his family was 
dying. However, since he was still under contract with La Scala for one more opera, he 
was obliged to produce another work. In 1842, Verdi wrote Nabucco, which was 
tremendously successful. Encouraged by the warm reception of the opera in Italy, he 
decided to continue composing. Thus began the highly productive decade in which Verdi 
composed on average two operas a year, a period that he also referred to as his "galley 
years" in an 1858 letter to his friend, Countess Clarina Maffei. 7 Roger Parker notes that 
only later in life was the composer able to enjoy "a relaxing state of affairs," which was 
preceded by "the 1840s, the decade that Verdi later grimly referred to as his years as a 
'galley-slave'.8 Parker also observes that after this time period, the popularity of opera 
grew to such an extent that he was no longer obliged to compose under pressure: 
Verdi had the good fortune to live on into a time when the place of the composer 
in the hierarchy of the Italian opera house rose significantly, and with it the 
fmancial rewards. This happy circumstance would in time release him from the 
necessity of writing an opera directly on the heels of its predecessor. 9 
And yet, the comforts of success were not necessarily positive influences on 
Verdi's productivity. He became absorbed in overseeing his estates and participating in 
the leisurely activities of country life. Eventually, when he had accumulated a vast 
7 John Rosselli, The Life of Verdi (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 34. 
8 Roger Parker, ed. The Oxford Illustrated History of Opera (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 190. 
9 Ibid., 190. 
6 
fortune, he soon tired of the increasing demands of operatic production, and slowed his 
pace for writing operas considerably. By the age of seventy-four, he decided to stop 
composing altogether. Alarmed at this tum of events and hoping that the composer would 
again put pen to paper, his publisher Giulio Ricordi decided to an effort to patch the 
relationship between Verdi and the famed literary figure, Arrigo Boito (who had deeply 
offended him many years previously). The conciliation attempt succeeded, and the 
partnership proved fruitful throughout the fmal years of Verdi's life. He and Boito 
collaborated on the libretto for Otello in 1887 and also on his final opera, Falstaff, in 
1893.10 While Verdi always commanded a central role in the production of his 
Shakespearean libretti, he allowed for more input from Boito than he had with Francesco 
Maria Piave, his librettist for Macbeth. 
Although these operas were the finest examples of Shakespearean adaptation in 
the nineteenth century, they were not the first renditions in Europe. Until Verdi, however, 
no composer had made a concerted effort to reproduce the playwright faithfully. In the 
late seventeenth century, Thomas Shadwell composed The Tempest (1674), and Henry 
Purcell wrote The Fairy Queen (1692), which was loosely based on A Midsummer Night's 
Dream. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a number of Romeo and Juliet operas 
were written. Luigi Marescalchi composed Romeo e Giulietta in 1785 and Niccolo 
Antonio Zingarelli wrote Giulietta e Romeo in 1797. Vincenzo Bellini composed I 
Capu/eti e i Montecchi, or "The Capulets and the Montagues," in 1831, although critics 
10 Ibid., 196-198. 
7 
disagree about whether or not it was based on Shakespeare. 11 In this opera, Mercutio is 
eliminated, and Lorenzo is a doctor instead of a priest. The most starling departure is that 
Romeo and Juliet are on opposing sides of a civil war instead of a family feud. 
Filippo Marchetti also wrote a Romeo e Giulietta in 1865, which, while an 
improvement over previous attempts, was still not a serious effort at closely adapting the 
original. His was a diluted story about the two lovers and contained glaring omissions, 
such as the role of Mercutio. Charles Gounod and his librettists, Jules Barbier and Michel 
Carre, took liberties with Shakespeare's characters and plot in their 1867 production of 
Romeo et Juliette. Although they kept the Prologue by incorporating it into a choral piece 
as part of the overture, the ending is a stunning departure from the play: Juliet awakens in 
the tomb and Romeo remains alive. While the action leads to a romantic fmal duet, the 
change is disconcerting for those expecting a tragic conclusion. Other significant 
adaptations were Gioachino Rossini's Otello (1816), Richard Wagner's Das Liebesverbot 
(1834), modeled after Measure for Measure, and Ambroise Thomas's two operas, Hamlet 
(1868) and Le Songe d'une Nuit d'ete (1850), based on A Midsummer Night's Dream. 
Although the music in many of these operas was beautiful and the drama compelling, 
none was an accurate rendition of the original plays. 
Daniel Albright discusses the poor quality of some of the derivative libretti in his 
book Musicldng Shakespeare: "Most of them, however, were prepared by librettists and 
11Some suggest that it was based on Italian stories, rather than Shakespeare. [e.g., Jeremy Tambling, 
"Shakespeare in Opera," The Literary Encyclopedia (July 2002), I] Daniel Albright also argues that 
Shakespeare was not the source for I Capuleti e i Montecchi (Musicking Shakespeare, 28). However, other 
critics, such as Elyse Sommer and Hector Berlioz, argue that the opera was based on Shakespeare. 
[Sommer, "I Capuleti e I Montecchi "(CurtainUp: Berkshire Opera Review: July 2000), I, and Berlioz as 
quoted in John O'Connor's Book, Shakespearean Afterlives: Ten Characters With a Lifo of Their Own. 
(Cambridge, UK: Icon Books, 2003), 46.] 
8 
composers who seem to have had little interest in Shakespeare beyond the stories he 
tells." He also laments that many of these operas, "do not easily offer insights into 
Shakespeare's theatre craft, worthy efforts though they are."12 Albright cites the 
composers whom he finds lacking in their treatment of Shakespeare. They include 
Bellini, Thomas, Gounod, and Wagner. He also contends that Hector Berlioz 
demonstrated a better understanding of Shakespearean opera than these contemporaries, 
However, this assessment could only apply to Berlioz's opera, Beatrice et Benedict 
(1862), which was based on Much Ado About Nothing since his Romeo et Juliette (1839) 
was a dramatic symphony, not an opera. He also composed a song, La Mort d'Ophelie 
(1842) and two overtures, Grande Ouverture du Roi Lear (1831) and Ouverture de Ia 
Tempete (1830), which, though they honor the playwright, cannot be compared with the 
other Shakespearean operas. 
Although Richard Wagner's attempt at reproducing Shakespeare was not as 
precise as Verdi's, the two are often compared to one another, although they differ 
considerably in style and technique. Despite his popularity with audiences throughout the 
world, for many years Verdi was received with decided coolness in the German-speaking 
world, which was devoted to the Wagnerian style. Wagner's abstruse metaphysical 
symbolism and musical experimentation are in sharp contrast with Verdi's 
straightforward plot progression, character development, and melody-driven music. 
Furthermore, Wagner's elitist tendencies filtered into his theoretical and musical 
treatment of opera, much in the same way that Verdi's more common touch affected his 
12 Daniel Albright, Musicking Shakespeare: A Conflict of Theatres (Rochester, NY: University of 
Rochester Press, 2007), 28. 
9 
decisions about music and libretti. Even today, opera enthusiasts habitually favor either 
the German camp, led by Wagner, or the Italian lyrical style led by Verdi. 
Paul Henry Lang describes some of Verdi's personal characteristics, stating that 
he was "a simple man with an incorruptible moral and social sense; his considerable 
wealth was left to the charities he had supported during his life. He was as a sincere man 
and ruthless as an artist, with the sincerity and ruthlessness of a healthy personality." 13 
While most biographers agree that he was a sincere and generous man, Lang's assertion 
that he had "an incorruptible moral" sense is problematic, given his marital infidelities 
and apparent abandonment of his illegitimate children. 14 Lang's additional commentary 
provides further information on the composer: 
Verdi was in everything the man of the present; a peasant who read Manzoni, 
Schiller, and Shakespeare; democratic, close to the soil and to his people; 
straightforward, proud of his art and always willing to fight for it. In this 
remarkable man there was not a trace of personal ambition for fame, riches, or 
political power, though all three were within his reach. 15 
The assertion that Verdi showed no "trace of personal ambition for fame, riches, or 
political power" is debatable, given the fact that he actively pursued all three. However, it 
is fair to suggest that he was unpretentious and genuinely loved people from all walks of 
life. He also did not affect false humility by denying that he possessed great talent. And 
although Verdi made millions from his compositions, he donated generously to hospitals, 
homes for retired musicians, community theatres, and the like. He spent many of his last 
years living simply on his country estate. While his relations with the local community 
13 Paul Henry Lang, The Experience of Opera (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1973), 135 
14 Phillips-Matz, Verdi: A Biography, 289-293. 
15 Ibid., 135-136. 
10 
were strained due to their ostracism of his long-term mistress, Giuseppina Strepponi, 
(whom he eventually married), Verdi was admired throughout Italy, and much of the rest 
of Europe. The veneration among the general public was evident in the quarter million 
mourners who attended his funeral in 1901.16 
16 Rosselli, The Life of Verdi, 132-133. 
11 
Synopsis of Operatic Antecedents 
Early Musical Drama 
Opera combines drama and singing with a substantial orchestral component. 
Herbert Graf gives the following definition: "We may, then, properly define opera as any 
form of musical theater in which the use of voice and orchestra is not incidental, but of 
essential importance in developing the story and the characters." 17 As Graf indicates, it 
combines the musical score of a composer and the written text of a librettist in a theatrical 
setting. While the norm has been that the libretto is written by a professional, in some 
cases, such as Wagner, the composer assumes both tasks. Combining music and drama 
can be traced back to the Middle Ages in Europe, and even earlier in ancient Greece and 
non-Western nations such as China, where opera began in the third century A.D. 
The most noteworthy precurser of modem opera in the Western tradition is St. 
Hildegard von Bingen18 (d.l179), who composed both the verse and music for her 
dramatic renditions of religious stories. Called the Sibyl of the Rhine, Hildegard was a 
German Benedictine abbess who was also a medical doctor, poet, artist, and renowned 
advisor to the most prominent leaders of Europe. She is considered by most music 
historians as the first surviving (i.e., named) composer of the Western tradition. R.J. 
Stove places the composer in the following historical context: "If Hildegard is for all 
practical purposes the earliest surviving composer, plainchant is for all practical purposes 
17 Herbert Graf, Opera for the People (New York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 21. 
18 Hildegard is a de facto saint by tradition, although her canonization was never formally processed due to 
the misogynist prejudices of the local German bishops in the years after her death. Pope Benedict XVI has 
repeatedly referred to her as "St. Hildegard," e.g. in his Address to the Roman Clergy on 2 March 2006. 
12 
the earliest surviving musical repertoire. A few musical snippets - decipherable only 
conjecturally- from ancient Greece have endured to our day."19 
Von Bingen succeeded in expanding the plainchant that was introduced by Pope 
Gregory the Great during the sixth century (whose roots were in ancient Hebrew chant), 
and created a new musical format that included instrumentation and innovative forays 
into vocal polyphony. The most remarkable feature of her composition was the highly 
expressive vocal music, which exhibits a freedom and fluidity akin to modem operatic 
arias. The Gregorian chant that followed von Bingen's work, and which dominated 
liturgical music for the next several centuries, never achieved the ethereal autonomy and 
beauty of her solo pieces. Instead, they were characterized by restrictive standards of 
meter and plainchant. Hildegard exhibited unusual daring and versatility in the expansive 
quality of her songs, which were also set to her own poetry and prose that were striking in 
their mysticism and imagery. It was not until the sixteenth century that Tomas Luis de 
Victoria and Giovanni da Palestrina were able to claim similar polyphonic virtuosity; 
however, they did not exibit the same mastery of unhindered vocal expression. For all 
intents and puposes, Hildegard foreshadowed the much later format of religious oratorio 
and dramatic music, including opera, as well as the nineteenth-century trend of 
composers assuming the role of the librettist. 
19 Stove, Guide to Music History, 7. 
13 
Transition from Religious to Secular Music 
In the High Middle Ages (c. 1000 - 1300), the rise of secular music was a 
significant development for opera. The songs of this period reflected both the local 
languages and the regional traditions of Western Europe. In France, the trouveres 
performed their courtly love ballads in the northern part of the country while their 
counterparts, the troubadours, performed in the southern region of Provence. Similarly, 
the Minnesanger performed their secular music throughout the Germanic provinces. By 
the fifteenth century, Middle English Lyrics flourished in England and set the tone for 
colorful musical tales in the vernacular that contained the type of melodious rhythm, 
succinct poetic language, and ekphrasis (vivid visual description) that would later be used 
in opera. 
Although many of these medieval secular songs were written by and for the 
nobility, ordinary people were also able to perform their works in the royal courts if their 
work was appealing. In his book, Histoire de Ia Chevalerie, J. E. Roy notes that 
medieval song-writing was a venue to the type of social and professional advancement 
that had heretofore been reserved for the nobility: "A large number of the cavalier 
troubadours also came from the working class, having merited being raised to this honor 
through their talents and feats."20 He also maintains that this was not only the case in 
France, but throughout Europe as well. The fact that common people were able to present 
their lyrical works publicly is significant, because the stories found in the medieval songs 
20 Original text: "Un grand nombre de chevaliers troubadours etaient aussi sortis de Ia classe du peuple, et 
avaient merited' etre eleves a cet honneur par leurs talents et leurs exploits." J. E. Roy, Histoire de Ia 
Chevalerie (Tours: Admame & Cie., 1873), 63. 
14 
often reflect experiences that were not limited to a small elite. This development also 
signaled a wider access for composers of staged musical dramas from the exclusive 
domain of monasteries and the ruling classes. 
The emergence of the secular medieval songs was crucial for the development of 
opera, because they were the prototypes for the later aria format. Like the subsequent 
lyrical counterparts, their subject matter ranged from festive scenes to tragic tales of woe. 
Two examples of this type of song are the anonymous fifteenth century Middle English 
Lyrics, "Bring us in good ale" and "To dy, to dy. What haue 1."21 These ballads were not 
only popular in their day, but continue to be critically discussed and recorded in modem 
times. Within the context of typically medieval imagery, the two lyrics produce an 
effective narrative combined with melodious rhythm, concise poetic language, and 
archetypical themes. They involve stories that are readily understood within the context 
of the human condition. Ordinary life is portrayed in mundane settings such as the 
communal alehouse, and topics such as the inexorable approach of death are considered. 
Like other Middle English Lyrics, the songs are brief and characterized by dynamic 
personal expression, while having a poetic form whose structure complements the 
musical format. Furthermore, their mnemonic refrains and alliteration make them 
memorable and appealing. 
In "Bring us in good ale," the cheery tone and lively imagery help bring to life a 
hearty, good-natured tavern scene. The carousers sing that will accept no food substitutes 
for their beer: 
21 Versions of both these lyrics are from The Broadview Anthology of British Literature. Vol. l. ed. Black, 
Conolly, et al. (Ontario: Broadview Press, 2006), 198. 
Bring us in no browne bred, fore that is mad of brane; 
Nor bring us in no whit bred, fore therin is no game; 
But bring us in good ale. 
Bring us in no befe, for ther is many bones; 
But bring us in good ale, for that goth downe at ones, 
And bring us in good ale. 
Bring us in no bacon, for that is passing fat; 
But bring us in good ale, and give us inought of that, 
And bring us in good ale. 
15 
The poetic characteristics of "Bring us in good ale" show a marked development from the 
earlier lyrics of the twelfth century. In his article "The Origins and Early Development of 
Rhyme in English Verse," Michael McKie notes that the Middle English lyrics combined 
alliteration with internal and end-rhyme verse. He finds that this reflected "the growing 
ascendancy of rhyme," that would eventually influence lyrical works for centuries to 
come.
22 The rhythmic patterns of "Bring us in good ale," which repeats throughout the 
song, could be used as a blueprint for the classic opera drinking song, which also uses 
vivid pictorial associations to accompany a familiar pattern of repetition and refrain. 
Verdi had drinking songs in a number of his operas, including La Traviata, II 
Trovatore, Rigoletto, and La Forza del Destino. In Otello, Iago, Cassio, Roderigo and the 
Cypriot bystanders join in the rousing "Inaffia l'ugola!": 
Italian: 
Inaffia 1 'ugola! 
Trinca, tracanna! 
Prima che svampino 
canto e bicchier! 
Translation: 
Come wet your whistle! 
22 Michael McKie, "The Origins and Early Development of Rhyme in English Verse," The Modern 
Language Review 92, no. 4 (October 1997): 820-21. 
Drink hard, drink deep! 
Before song and glass 
are swept away! 
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Although four centuries separated Verdi's chorus from "Bring us in good ale," the two 
songs have essentially the same tone and theme. Both use the plural first person narrative, 
which has the effect of inviting the audience to join in their revels. They also use the 
present tense, which is another technique for engaging the audience's interest. Other 
composers who used a similar model for their drinking songs were Bizet (Carmen), 
Donizetti (Lucrezia Borgia), Mozart (Don Giovanni), Massenet (Cherubin), and Strauss, 
Jr. (Wiener Blut). 
Another component found in these drinking songs was humor. It too is apparent in 
"Bring us in good ale": 
Bring us in no capon's flesh, for that is ofte der; 
Nor bring us in no dokes flesh for they slobber I the mer: 
But bring us in good ale. 
Although it takes a moment to acclimate to the Middle English, the image of ducks 
slobbering in the pond is still amusing. And it is easy to appreciate the irony of not 
wanting to be served fowl because it is too expensive - even if ale is cheaper, many 
glasses of it hardly indicates a bargain. 
In his article "'As dewe in Aprylle': 'I syng of a mayden' and the liturgy," 
Michael Steffes writes about the frequent use of visual imagery in the Lyrics, and notes 
that, in addition to frequent references to nature, secular and religious imagery are also 
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used interchangeably.23 In "Bring us in good ale," the incorporation of a reference to the 
Virgin Mary as an excuse to drink shows precisely this type of cross-referencing: 
Bring us in good ale, and bring us in good ale, 
Fore our blessed Lady sak, 
Bring us in good ale. 
Whether as a feast day celebration or a facile justification to enjoy more drink, it is clear 
that the subjects are good-humored and not above ascribing their revelries to their faith. 
Another Middle English Lyric, "To dy, to dy. What haue I", is also a model for 
later operatic arias. While the topic is dramatically different from "Bring us in good ale," 
the text likewise uses the first person voice (here singular), a simple rhyme scheme, and 
powerful imagery to make the narrative accessible and suggestive. The ballad's repetition 
of key words, such as "to dy, to dy" (''to die, to die") reinforces the emotional effect: 
To dy, to dy. What haue I 
Offendit, that deth is so hasty? 
The plaintive cry of the speaker elicits the sympathy of the listener by posing the question 
of why she merited so early a death. By repeating ''to dy, to dy," the singer is given the 
possibility to elongate and improvise the vocalization of the words. This type of 
repetition became a standard artistic technique in opera. For instance, in the final scene of 
Verdi's Otello, Desdemona repeats "Ch 'io viva ancor" ("Let me live") three times. Her 
predicament is also reminiscent of this lyric. As she pleads with Othello "E perche t'amo 
m 'uccidi?" ("And because I love you, you kill me?''), she beseeches the audience to 
commiserate with her premature and unjust death. 
23 Michael Steffes, '"As dewe in Aprylle': 'I syng of a mayden' and the liturgy," Medium Aevum (22 March 
2002): 68. 
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Toward the Current Operatic Form 
After the Middle Ages, the most significant event in the development of opera 
was Jacopo Peri's Dafoe, which was first performed in Florence in 1597. It established 
the standard format that is still recognized today. In describing the accuracy with which 
historians are able to designate opera's launch date, Tim Carter writes, "Few genres in the 
history of music have their origins fixed with such apparent precision as opera: we know 
when and where the first through-composed music-dramas appeared on the stage - in 
Florence in the mid-1590s - and the precise political, social and cultural contexts that 
gave them birth."24 The unlikely confluence of events that Carter alludes to was the 
popularity of this art form among ruling classes, which allowed Peri and his fellow 
composers to flourish. The most significant incident was the marriage of Henry IV to 
Maria de Medici in Florence in 1600. The couple's admiration for the fledgling operatic 
theater resulted in the commission of an opera from Peri and his associate, Giulio 
Caccini, for their wedding. Euridice, their second collaboration, was such a success at the 
wedding that the public demand for more resulted in the burgeoning spread of opera 
throughout the region. Peri and Caccini were part of the Florentine Camerata, founded by 
Count de Bardi, which promoted drama and music, including Peri's operas. 
The poet, Ottavio Rinuccini, wrote the libretti for both Dafoe and Euridice. 
Reflecting the late Renaissance trend among composers and other artists to revitalize 
public interest in Hellenic culture, Peri based Euridice on Ovid's Metamorphoses.25 In 
24 Tim Carter, "The Seventeenth Century," The Oxford Illustrated History of Opera. ed. Roger Parker 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 2. 
25 Stanley Sadie, ed., History ofOpera_(London: Macmillan Press, 1980), 1-19. 
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addition to Ovid's famous story ofEuridice and Orpheus, the same tale was told by Virgil 
and Hyginus, and even by the playwrights Aeschylus and Euripides.26 Tim Carter 
reiterates the importance of the classical sources for the Florentine composers: 
The subject-matter of the first operas was significant. The Florentines, like 
a good number of their successors through the centuries, turned to classical 
myth both as a source of inspiration (it had long been thus for the Renaissance 
Humanists) and as an attempt to justify their new revelation of music's power. 27 
Because of its popularity, the myth of Orpheus was the basis for the plot of many early 
operas, such as Claudio Monteverdi's Orfeo. Written shortly after Peri's version, 
Monteverdi greatly expanded the emerging operatic format. For many critics, his intricate 
scores represent the definitive inauguration of modem opera. Lang reiterates this point: 
"The history of opera really begins in 1607, when the first overwhelming genius, 
Monteverdi, appeared with his Orfeo; and drama was created in music, profoundly 
expressive, truly dramatic music. "28 
In the seventeenth century, interest in opera spread throughout Europe, with 
Henry Purcell in England, Heinrich Schlitz in Germany, and Jean-Baptiste de Lully in 
France. But the ballad form was still widely in use. John Dowland (1563 - 1626) was a 
well-known composer of lovely, doleful songs with lute accompaniment. One of these 
ballads, "If my Complaints", is very much like "To dy, to dy. What haue I" and 
Desdemona's "E perche t'amo m'uccidi?" He uses a similarly plaintive text that is 
replete with emotional cries for justice: 
If my complaints could passions moove, 
26 F. W. Sternfeld, The Birth of Opera (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 1. 
27 Carter, "The Seventeenth Century," 8. 
28 Lang, The Experience of Opera, 20. 
Or make love see wherein I suffer wrong: 
My passions weare enough to proove 
That my despaurs had governed me too long, 
0 love I live and dye in thee, 
Thy griefe in my deepe sighes still speakes. 
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Dowland places particular emphasis on 'dye' (die) by having the preceding word, which 
ends with the same letter 'd', also fall on the same B D note as 'dye'. The opening of the 
second stanza is also like the Middle English Lyric and Otello text: 
Can love be ritch and yet I want, 
Is love my judge and yet am I condemn'd? 
The tragedy of unmerited punishment or death for one who loves is the type of scenario 
that readily lends itself to dramatic music. Dowland's use of poetic verse with moving 
instrumental accompaniment was precisely the type of rendition that would have 
prepared seventeenth-century audiences for the widespread reception of opera. 
In the eighteenth century, composers such as George Frideric Handel and 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart brought the operatic form to new heights, both in terms of 
artistic mastery and widespread popularity. For example, Handel's Agrippina (1709) 
showcased the soloists' voices with highly expressive and dramatic arias. The 
magnificent choruses throughout his vocal compositions were models that inspired many 
of his succesors, such as Beethoven, who proclaimed that Handel was ''the greatest 
composer that ever lived."29 Yet the transitions between songs were still concertlike, and 
the recitatives were more reminiscent of Bach's oratorios. This tendency changed as his 
operas progressed. In the operatic ode, Alexander's Feast (1736), the instrumental music 
flowed more evenly between individual pieces, with longer introductions and more 
29 Percy M. Young, Handel (New York: Collier Books, 1963), 75. 
21 
elaborate orchestration (rather than a simple basso continuo accompaniment). Later in the 
eighteenth century, Mozart perfected the form in operas such as The Marriage of Figaro 
(1786) and Don Giovanni (1787), which made full use of the orchestra and had flowing 
recitatives. By the nineteenth century, the potential of opera was fully realized in the 
format of 'bel canto', with its fluid style, agility, and ornamentation. The principal 
composers of this method were Bellini, Rossini, and Donizetti. The second half of the 
nineteenth century, known as the "Golden Age" of opera, was led by Verdi, Wagner, and 
later Puccini. 30 
The rise of Romantic opera was significant because the emphasis on the text gave 
new impetus to dramatic interpretation. This was an important development for literary 
adaptation, since composers such as Verdi began to be more responsive to original 
sources. In his book, Critic at the Opera, Paul Lang describes some of the nineteenth 
century trends: 
The development of opera in the nineteenth century differs considerably from that 
in the previous two centuries. As we have seen, in the older opera the course of 
the drama was subordinated to music; form was the result of an aggregation of 
more or less independent musical pieces that exploited the basic moods of the 
text. In contrast, nineteenth-century opera placed music in the service of the 
drama. More precisely, on the one hand it adjusted the musical form, while on the 
other, even when it resorted to closed aria forms, the musical matter of the aria 
obeyed the dramatic situation not only in basic mood but in its entirety.31 
As Lang suggests, there was a notable difference between the opera of the Baroque and 
early Classical eras and the more developed form of the nineteenth century. Even 
operatic masters such as Handel and Mozart did not assign an equal value to textual 
30 Parker, Oxford History of Opera, 2-10. 
31 Paul Henry Lang, Critic at the Opera (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1971), 28. 
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demands and musical exigencies. For instance, some of the music from Mozart's masses 
is indistinguishable from his operatic music. Of course, this was not always the case, 
especially with his Mass inC Minor and the entirety of his Requiem. Nevertheless, in his 
lyrical works he was unequivocal about defming the relative weight of text and music: 
"in an opera, the poetry must be, by all means, the obedient daughter ofmusic."32 
Not so, according to many Romantic composers. As the nineteenth century 
progressed, more attention was paid to the actual words of a libretto, with more refined 
delineation of the dramatic circumstances of the play, which resulted in a highly 
developed interpretive forum for singers. Verdi was at the forefront of this trend for 
individual expression in the arts. He insisted on greater attention to the particular words 
and dramatic nuance in the libretti. Other composers, such as Richard Wagner and 
Giacomo Puccini, did the same. As a result, singers focused on the humanity of the 
characters, exploring their emotional depth more deeply than in previous centuries. 
Furthermore, the rigid standards of meter and structure gave way to more uninhibited 
melodic lines. Just as the nineteenth-century novelists plunged more deeply and 
authentically into the psychological depths of their characters, so too did the expansive 
operatic solos free the singers to explore heretofore uncharted emotional territory. 
The elaborate settings and stage productions also reflected the growing trend of 
music's increased responsiveness to drama. In their book Reading Opera, Arthur Groos 
and Roger Parker summarize the emerging Romantic trends: 
32 Herbert Graf, Opera for the People, 21. 
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Libretti continued, of course, to be written to conventional rhetorical standards of 
meter, rhyme, and stanzaic form in order to accord with traditional expectations of 
fixed musical forms, and they continued to be criticized - particularly in Italy -
according to those standards. But they could now also be judged, and found 
wanting, by a Romantic aesthetic. 33 
As Groos and Parker suggest, the libretti, like the music, still conformed to certain 
established standards, but the content was evolving. The rise of the novel was another 
decisive influence on opera. Groos and Parker highlight the increasing demands made on 
librettists: 
Based on the expression of individual experience ("the poet's sincerity") rather 
than on imitation and variation of universal standards, Romantic theory found its 
literary ideals realized not in the genre closest to the libretto - verse drama - but 
in the lyric and the prose novel. Moreover the differentiation of genius from 
talent, and "high" literature from "applied" literature, which began in the late 
eighteenth century, also made it possible to exclude libretti from the new critical 
debate that redefined the canon of genres and individual works. Paradoxically, 
the exclusion not only helped identify a more clear-cut hierarchy of literary 
discourse, but also created pressure for libretti to approach the status ofpoetry."34 
While it is true that the prose novel achieved unprecedented attention from librettists, it is 
not accurate to imply that the "pressure for libretti to approach the status of poetry" was 
something new: Mozart's librettist, Lorenzo da Ponte, is considered by most critics as 
one of the fmest practioners of the art, and he produced exceptional poetic texts in Italian, 
German, French, and Spanish. 
The Romantic movement also inspired composers to venture into literary and 
mythical studies as well as create their own libretti. Groos and Parker comment on the 
importance of this trend: 
33 Arthur Groos and Roger Parker, eds., Reading Opera (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 5. 
34 Ibid., 5. 
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The emergence of poet-composers such as Wagner, Musorgsky, Berlioz, and 
Boito, who strove to represent the fusion of the arts in one person, also 
incorporates the libretto into a basic Romantic ideal of genius. One practice that 
may reflect the desire to bridge literary and libretto discourse is the employment 
of poets as well as librettists in the production of opera, as exemplified by 
Puccini's team of Giuseppe Giacosa and Luigi Illica.35 
As they argue, nineteenth-century Romantic opera became the standard for elaborate 
staging and unreserved personal expression in music. It also opened new possibilities for 
composers and librettists to augment the poetic depth of their libretti. Their choice of 
Puccini's team as an example is apt, given the high quality of both the story and verse in 
operas such as La Boheme. 
The two terms that characterize nineteenth-century opera, "Golden Age" and 
Romantic, are curiously nostalgic, with a melancholic tone of a quasi-idyllic state that has 
passed away. Opera achieved such heights in this era because it combined recognizable 
principles of harmony, structure, and beauty with an emphasis on unreserved artistic 
expression. The rejection of most of these norms of form and aesthetics in the 
experimental works of the twentieth century alienated many listeners, and resulted in a 
decline in the popularity of new works. Many composers in the 1900s transformed the 
newly acquired Romantic sense of freedom into an artistic license that rebelled against 
nearly all the traditions of previous centuries, replacing it with dissonant and atonal 
musical styles that were disturbing to audiences. However, there was a renewed emphasis 
on greater textual fidelity in adapting literary works from authors such as Shakespeare. A 
notable example was Benjamin Britten's libretto for A Midsummer Night's Dream 
35 Ibid., 8. 
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(1960), which he co-wrote with Peter Pears. While they shortened the play, they made a 
concerted effort to faithfully reproduce the original text. 
Role of the Librettist 
A well-written libretto is crucial for the success of an opera. A poor text may 
obscure the work of even the greatest composers, such as Jean-Nicolas Bouilly's Fidelio 
for Beethoven (1805).36 The librettist fulfills the cross-function purpose of fusing 
literature to a musical score within the context of lyric performance. He (or she) must be 
familiar with the demands of opera while possessing the language and writing skills 
necessary for creating and adapting dramatic text. In his book The Experience of Opera, 
Paul Henry Lang summarizes the latter task: "In order to adjust the original play for the 
purposes of the composer, a third person, the librettist, is called upon to join the 
enterprise," and states that "he is always interposed between playwright and composer."37 
As he suggests, the adaptive role is one of mediation between responsiveness to the 
original work and the requirements of the music. Ideally, the role would be an even-
handed via media between these two poles. However, since it is often the composer who 
is paying the salary, his concerns take precedence over literary considerations. Thus, 
blame for a poor adaptation cannot always be placed at the feet of the verse writer. 
Lang also argues that "the librettist does not and should not approach his task 
from a purely musical or a purely literary angle, but from a third, very specific point of 
36 Beethoven used Joseph Sonnleithner's translation ofBouilly's libretto. 
37 Lang, The Experience of Opera, 27. 
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view; that of the lyric theater.38 Though this goal of theatrical priority seems ideal, it is 
not realistic given that the composer's needs will always take precedence. It is also more 
likely that he would be in a better position to know how to combine the text and music in 
order to achieve an optimal performance; which is precisely why many composers who 
are able (and feel so inclined) assume the task of writing the libretto. That the composer 
has the principal role in the production of an operatic score is reflected in the ease with 
which most people recall the composer's name as opposed to that of the librettist, who 
often remains unmentioned in the billing. However, while this primacy is indisputable, 
the importance of the librettist should not be underestimated. It is his responsibility to 
create the textual structure for the musical production, and to write the words through 
which the story and central ideas are expressed. 
Herbert Graf gives a more complete description of the libretto than Lang in his 
book, Opera for the People: 
Its first task is to make the musical treatment possible, and there is, therefore, a 
fundamental difference between a legitimate drama and an operatic book. In a 
libretto the main purpose is to indicate, not the dramatic action itself, but its 
underlying feelings. It serves a form of "lyric theater," in which the inner 
reflections, conflicts, and developments resultin~ from or leading to the action of 
the drama are to be expressed by musical means. 9 
Similarly to Lang, Graf cites the unique qualities of the operatic theater, which lend 
themselves to a very specific form of artistic expression. Yet the assertion that the libretto 
does not indicate "the dramatic action itself, but its underlying feelings" is problematic. It 
is actually the reverse: the music educes the underlying feelings, and the words describe 
38 Ibid., 27. 
39 Graf, Opera, 21. 
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what is going on in the action. Furthermore, when the text, music, and acting are 
combined through the medium of opera, both the drama and emotions are amplified in a 
way that none of these individual means is able to achieve alone. The introduction to the 
classic Authentic Librettos of the Italian Operas offers a succinct explanation of this 
phenomenon: "The music is not everything in opera. Its full enjoyment can be achieved 
only with the knowledge of the words that are being sung.'.4° 
The combining of media augments the impact of the words, particularly through 
the nuance that is given to them by the human voice. T. S. Eliot writes about the impact 
of performance on poetry: 
The ideal medium for poetry, to my mind, and the most direct means of social 
'usefulness' for poetry, is the theatre. In a play of Shakespeare you get several 
levels of significance. For the simplest auditors there is the plot, for the more 
thoughtful the character and conflict of character, for the more literary the words 
and phrasing, for the more musically sensitive the rhythm, and for auditors of 
greater sensitiveness and understanding a meaning which reveals itself 
gradually. 41 
His point that poetry is most useful when performed in the theatre is especially true for 
plays. In the case of complex poems, however, it is difficult to argue that they do not 
require some private study in addition to hearing them recited on stage for their full 
meaning to be assimilated. Nevertheless, Eliot's description of audience reaction is a 
perceptive delineation of the different capacities, intellectual and otherwise, among the 
general population. He also qualifies his statement: "And I do not believe that the 
classification of audience is so clear-cut as this; but rather that the sensitiveness of every 
40 (Anon.) The Authentic Librettos ofthe Italian Operas. (New York: Crown Publishers, 1939), vii. 
41 T.S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism: Studies in the Relation of Criticism to Poetry in 
England (London: Faber and Faber Ltd., 1933), 153. 
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auditor is acted upon by all these elements at once, though in different degrees of 
consciousness."42 His choice of the word 'consciousness' is significant because it 
implies a capacity other than native abilities, such as literary or musical aptitude: it refers 
to interior dispositions. An individual will respond to a given artistic work according to 
how it resonates with his fundamental outlook on life and personal experience. 
The addition of music to text and performance is a critical feature when 
discussing audience reaction. If it is true that the librettist is limited by the demands of 
the melodies and acting in opera, then it must also be said that he enjoys a certain 
advantage with music's power to enhance his depiction of the characters' interior world 
and amplify the response to the dramatic action. Nevertheless, although music can 
increase the poignancy of the text, it is incapable of communicating the details of the 
drama. Paul Lang describes how this dynamic requires focused analysis: "The 
employment of singing as the principal means of theatrical expression is so totally 
different from the usual procedure in drama that an altogether new set of esthetic criteria 
is called for."43 The dichotomy he describes is correct; however, his explanation of the 
new criteria is less convincing: 
What is important about opera is the measure in which the music succeeds in 
evoking and conveying the inner personality, and in intensifying - even 
creating - the dramatic situation. As cannot be the case in a spoken play, this 
evocation is more or less independent even of the words - indeed, opera is 
not a play with music, but a play in music. 44 
42 Ibid, 153. 
43 Lang, The Experience of Opera, 15. 
44 Ibid. 15. 
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While the first part of his commentary is acceptable, his argument that music 'creates' the 
dramatic situation and that the evocation is independent of the words is inaccurate. No 
matter how stirring the melody is, no one will be to understand what the play is about 
without a text to describe the characters and action. There can be no understanding of 
their personalities without knowing why they are sad, happy, or dying - much less, what 
motivated them to act in the situation. Although Lang contradicts himself in a later 
passage, his argument is more sound: "Music alone cannot create dramatis personae; to 
do so it must ally itself with words. Without them, the music of an opera, no matter how 
beautiful, remains a thought without a body. "45 
As Lang indicates, music is the ally of words, not the enemy as some with little 
exposure to oratorio or opera might suggest. Even the most expansive orchestral music 
can rarely achieve the expressive heights that occur with the addition of vocal music, 
such as the "Ode to Joy" in the fmal movement of Beethoven's Ninth Symphony. With 
the exception of a few minor experimental pieces, vocal music that is sung without 
words, i.e., melody sustained on vowels, is either choral background filler for soloists or 
relegated to the warm-up Vocalise exercises for singers. The librettist's role, then, while 
secondary to that of the composer, is nonetheless crucial to the success of an opera, as the 
libretto represents the conduit through which the plot, theme, and characters are 
communicated to the audience. 
It is important to distinguish between operatic and concert dramas (e.g., oratorio 
and dramatic symphonies), the latter being presented without the benefit of acting, 
45 Ibid., 15. 
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costumes, scenery, and the other artistic elements of stage production. The most 
significant difference between these two categories is the potential to act out the music 
and story as opposed to merely singing it, which is somewhat akin to recitation. 
However, the concert forum does provide for a graceful and reflective rendition of a 
dramatic story, as in the case of the timeless masterpiece, Handel's Messiah, and those 
concerts that feature operatic excerpts. The focus in this case is on the music and word 
choice. Lang provides a summary of the difference between the text, tone, and music of 
the two genres: 
The relationship between text and music goes far beyond musical declamation of 
the words, and it is here especially that opera differs so much from the legitimate 
theater, even from other types of vocal music. In the combination of the text and 
music the latter's role is primary; though moods are more powerful than 
impressions, and the word is superior to the mood, music transcends them both.46 
While I agree with Lang's belief that 'music transcends them both', he places too little 
emphasis on the power of words. At least some elaboration would be necessary to explain 
the tremendous impact of certain texts, independent of any enhancement from music or 
acting. 
Coleridge is a useful guide to help identify the features of quality text. In the notes 
for one of his lectures, he stipulates that, "Poetry and all its Sister Arts presuppose a state 
of mind and a cultivation of Taste correspondent to them and cannot at once create it."47 
It is necessary to devote time and study to acquiring a repository of textual references to 
develop a sense, or as Coleridge puts it, a taste for what is good. A certain pleasure is 
46 Ibid., 17. 
47 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge: Lectures 1808-1819 on 
Literature, Vol. I, ed R. A. Foakes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), 306. (The wording of 
these notes is accurately transcribed.) 
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then developed which heightens the appreciation for poetry. He develops this idea in 
Biographia Literaria: "And as a particular pleasure is found in anticipating the recurrence 
of sounds and quantities, all compositions that have this charm superadded, whatever be 
their contents, may be entitled poems."48 It is a vague, yet persuasive definition of a 
poem. But poetry can be found outside of poems, as in the case of Shakespeare's plays-
and yes, libretti. So the next step is to arrive at a larger description that can be useful for 
anyone attempting to either write or critique a poetic text. Coleridge's next discourse is 
particularly helpful when writing the verse that creates characters in opera: 
What is poetry? Is so nearly the same question with, "what is a poet" that the 
answer to the one is involved in the solution of the other. For it is a distinction 
resulting from the poetic genius itself, which sustains and modifies the images, 
thoughts and emotions of the poet's own mind. The poet, described in ideal 
perfection, brings the whole soul of man into activity, with the subordination of 
its faculties to each other, according to their relative worth and dignity. He 
diffuses a tone and spirit of unity that blends and (as it were) fuses, each into 
each, by that synthetic and magical power to which we have exclusively 
appropriated that name of imagination. 49 
His ideal poet is very much like the ideal librettist "who brings the whole soul of man 
into activity." In providing exceptional detail and narrative about a given character, the 
singer is then given the ultimate tool to interpret the role: what Coleridge says is the 
"magical power to which we have exclusively appropriated that name of imagination." 
In a similar way, his views on the poet's capacity to bring interior realities to life 
is equally applicable to the librettist's task. He states that the writer's power: 
48 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria: Or Biographical Sketches of my Literary Lifo and 
O.finions, ed. George Watson (London: Everyman's Library, 1906), 171. 
4 Ibid., 174. 
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reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant qualities: of 
sameness, with difference; of the general with the concrete; the idea, with the 
image; the individual, with the representative; the sense of novelty and freshness, 
with old and familiar objects; a more than usual state of emotion, with more than 
usual order; judgement ever awake and steady self-possession, with enthusiasm 
and feeling profound or vehement. 50 
His juxtaposition of opposites is especially appropriate in character development. The 
notion that the poet evinces "a more than usual state of emotion" and is able to awaken 
"feeling profound or vehement" is akin to the power of the composer, especially in opera, 
to provoke comparable reactions in his listeners. Coleridge states that the task is to 
authentically reproduce the human experience in such a way that it readily understood: 
"the immediate purpose may be the communication of truths; either of truth absolute and 
demonstrable, as in works of science; or of facts experienced and recorded, as in 
history."51 An example of this reproduction is William Empson's story about how his 
mother thought that the subject of his poem To an Old Lady was his grandmother, when 
in fact it was about his mother. Empson considered the abstraction positive: "And indeed, 
you see, all these things are meant to be general. It proves the poem was true - that she 
thought it was about her mother. "52 
Empson's experience along with Coleridge's pleasure in "anticipating the 
recurrence of sounds and quantities" suggest that if the text is good, it should be able to 
stand alone without the enrichment of recitation or vocal interpretation. A measure of a 
good libretto is that it should be a thing of beauty when read on its own, with allowances 
50 Ibid., 174. 
51 Ibid., 171. 
52 William Empson, The Complete Poems of William Empson, ed. John Haffenden (London: Penguin 
Books, 2000), 193. 
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made for the fact that it must be sung. It also needs to rouse some degree of eager 
expectation to know how the story ends. In Dylan's Visions of Sin, Christopher Ricks 
discusses how both Philip Larkin and Gerard Manley Hopkins believe that the use of 
sight in reading poetry (versus only hearing it read) has certain advantages. Both Larkin 
and Hopkins consider that seeing where the poem ends enhances the anticipatory effect. 53 
Ricks explains why this happens: "For the eye can always simply see more than it is 
reading, looking at; the ear cannot, in this sense (given what the sense of hearing is), hear 
a larger span than it is receiving."54 He also connects Larkin's "comfort of knowing how 
far you are from the end" with Hopkins' view that knowing the ending of poem allows 
the reader to give due weight to the fmal lines. When applied to libretti, the benefit of 
reading poetry over hearing it read may help to elevate the poor quality of writing that 
characterizes much of the genre: by studying the text on its own, features such as stanzaic 
arrangement, rhythmic patterns, and poetic quality will stand out. Moreover, since most 
people who buy recordings of opera read the libretto inserts, this process can help them 
make correct distinctions in words, such as Larkin's point about the confusion over their 
and there. 55 (Although syntax makes this confusion unlikely.) 
However, while reading the text in opera can be helpful for the writer and home 
listener, it needs to be distinguished from a presentation. When attending a performance, 
Larkin's "comfort of knowing" is not always desirable. Unlike the textual reader, the 
audience relinquishes its capacity to control, and is led by the music, words, and action. 
53 Christopher Ricks, Dylan's Visions of Sin (New York: HarperCollins, 2003), 13-14. 
54 Ibid., 14-15. 
55 Ibid., 13. 
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So, instead of the comfortable anticipation of the reader, in opera the story needs to be 
somewhat unpredictable, because that is part of the adventure. Unlike poetry, the text of 
the libretto is more a conduit than an end in itself. Even when the plot is familiar, as with 
adaptations from literature, each performance can alter how the text is experienced 
depending on how it is interpreted by the singers. Ricks demonstrates how performance 
variations in singing can affect the fixed patterns of a printed text. He points to how Bob 
Dylan plays "his timing against his rhyming. The cadences, the voicing, the rhythmical 
draping and shaping don't (needless to sing) make a song superior to a poem, but they do 
change the hiding-places of its power." Ricks adds that, "A song is a different system of 
punctuation again."56 
This interplay between text and music is something that can be manipulated to the 
advantage of both, as Dylan well understood. The fact that he was influenced by African-
American Spirituals is also significant, for instance in his songs "Blowin' in the Wind" 
and "No More Auction Block." This is because several Black authors used the text of 
Spirituals in their abolitionist literature to increase their persuasive effect. The use of 
these songs in the first African-American novels took place during the same time period 
in which Verdi wrote his operas. William Wells Brown placed abolitionist songs in his 
1853 novel, Clotel, to highlight the humanity and plight of African Americans, with the 
result that his anti-slavery message was made more convincing by the emotive help of 
music. Brown's use of song was particularly efficacious in C/otel because he implored 
the readers to imaginatively listen to his characters sing about their plight. He knew very 
56 Ibid., 19. 
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well how to combine the two media to his advantage because he had both a literary and 
musical background. He published The Anti-Slavery Harp: A Collection of Songs for 
Anti-Slavery Meetings in 1848. Many of the songs in this album were used in Clotel, 
which had the added distinction of being the first novel written by an African-American. 
Music is often referred to as the "universal language.'' Brown recognized its 
unique capacity to penetrate the innermost recesses of the human spirit, and he wielded 
its power like a sword to pierce through the armor of the reader's prejudices. Even the 
word "Spirituals" implies a type of song whose lyrics speak to the most profound core of 
the human being. Brown reinforced the dramatic sensation by telling the reader that, 
''you will hear the burst of bitter lamentation. "57 In this statement, he makes the reader an 
active participant in the powerful scene he presents - essentially a witness to all that is 
occurring. Brown succeeds in overtaking the mind's eye of the reader in order to have 
him visualize the destiny of the slaves in the Southern cotton and rice plantations. Using 
the words of a song, Brown creates a lasting impression of the plantation's dreadful 
panorama in the reader's imagination: 
Where the slave-whip ceaseless swings, 
Where the noisome insect stings, 
Where the fever demon strews 
Poison with the falling dews, 
Where the sickly sunbeams glare 
Through the hot and misty air. 58 
Every human sense is involved in this passage. The reader sees the slave-whip swing; he 
hears the noisome insect and feels its sting; and he can taste and smell the poison with the 
57 William Wells Brown, Clotel, or The President's Daughter: A Narrative of Slave Life (New Hampshire: 
Ayer Company Publishers, 1853), 86. 
58 Ibid., 86. 
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dew. He is also enveloped by the oppressive heat and humid air that may also cause a 
putrid stench from rotting vegetation. The word choice of the Spiritual is very effective. 
In lines four and five, the image of the poison is transferred to the "sickly" sunbeams, 
causing burning and nauseating sensations. The personification of the slave-whip in line 
one is a menacing, life-like figure who viciously strikes the slave without pause. The 
"fever demon" is also a frightening personification of disease, whose ominous presence 
among the slaves threatens their existence. Brown understood how music, even in the 
imaginative sense, could combine with text to create a powerful impression on his 
audience. The passage is also reminiscent of the Witches' scene in the opening of 
Macbeth, in which several sensory images are evoked: "In thunder, lightning, or in rain?" 
(I.i.2) and "Hover through the fog and filthy air" (l.i.l2). 
W.E.B. Du Bois (1868-1963) also placed excerpts of Spiritual songs at the 
beginning of each chapter in his book, The Souls of Black Folk. He described the effect 
of this music: 
The minor cadences of despair change often to triumph and calm confidence. 
Sometimes it is a faith in life, sometimes a faith in death, sometimes assurance of 
boundless justice in some fair world beyond. 59 
Du Bois used the musical text as a plaintive challenge against the horrors of 
slavery. The song excerpts were familiar to the general population, and his inclusion of 
them in his written text reinforced his message. 
The attention to the powerful impact of individual words was also a feature of 
other nineteenth century writers. An example of this type of textual mastery in opera was 
59 W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Penguin Books, 1989), 274. 
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in Alfredo Catalani's La Wally (1892). Luigi Illica wrote the libretto, and he produced 
successful works for Puccini as well. Illica's aria "Ebben? Ne andro fontana" ("Ah well! 
I shall go far away") is one of the most exquisite solo pieces in the repertoire. The reason 
why this text complemented the powerful music so well is that the writer understood how 
to manipulate the words to obtain the maximum advantage for the singer. For example, 
like the Middle English lyricists, Illica repeats a brief phrase that is then sung in a 
completely different manner, which reinforces the effect: "mai piu!'' ("never again!") is 
first sung with the dynamic forte and the direction con anima on high notes (E to G; the 
latter accented) with a crescendo and ritardando (gradually slower), then held for several 
beats with a decrescendo - all of which transfixes the audience's attention - and 
finally, the same words are repeated piano (softly) on lower notes (A# to B), as the 
orchestra resumes the tempo with the direction pianissimo (very softly). In order to give 
the soprano the fullest potential for the notes, Illica chose words that were mostly 
comprised of vowels which, unlike consonants that usually close the mouth, permit sound 
to circulate and continuously project. For even more effect, he selected 'mai' which 
begins with the letter 'm'; a rare liquid consonant, such as 'n' and 'r', that can be sung in 
a sustained manner (as opposed to 't', for instance). 'M' is also used in other contexts for 
the same purpose, such as the 'om', or sacred syllable, in Hindu and Mahayana Buddhist 
incantation. 
Illica carefully chose the words for the final climax of "Ebben? Ne andro 
fontana" to help the singer soar through the formidable notes. The line is: 
Italian: 
N'andro sola e fontana 
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Translation: 
I shall go away alone and far 
As the song crescendos through the twice-repeated 'n 'andro', the soprano is able to use 
the 'n', or na sound, to launch into her high notes (E, F#, G). At the highest point of the 
aria (G#, G#, E, B), the presence of '1' twice and another 'n' help her to pass through the 
difficult register without the encumbrance of closed consonants. Illica's excellent choice 
of words not only facilitates the singing, but was also judiciously selected for their poetic 
impact: 'alone and far' are precisely the type of words that would wrench the subject's 
heart as she prepares to depart forever. 
While the priorities of the text and music can sometimes conflict in the creation of 
an opera, the collaboration between Verdi and his librettists shows that the relationship 
between composer and verse-maker need not be one of contradictory or competing 
voices, but rather one of productive mutual dependency. While there are inevitable 
tensions that arise during the composing and production process, if a degree of unity is 
not achieved there is simply no opera. Another example of the fruitful collaboration that 
can develop between composer and writer is that of Robert Craft and Igor Stravinsky. 
Craft was not only Stravinsky's librettist, but he was also his closest confidant and co-
authored several books with him. The writer greatly influenced Stravinsky's musical style 
by introducing him to new harmonic concepts and by encouraging him to explore ideas 
that he was hesitant to engage. The published volumes of their correspondence show that 
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if both parties are committed to a supportive partnership then the collaboration can be 
highly successful.60 
Other composers, such as Mozart, knew from experience the value of a good 
librettist. For his first major opera, Idomeneo, Mozart worked with the Salzburg court 
chaplain and poet, Abate Varesco (1735-1805). Despite the fact that Varesco borrowed 
heavily from the style of the famed librettist, Metastasio (1698-1782), the result was a 
great disappointment to the composer. The text was extremely poor and lengthy, and 
Mozart had to make several revisions as a result. With little training in opera, the poet did 
not understand that certain letter combinations were problematic for singers, such as 
using too many short 'i's next to consonants that could not be sung through easily.61 This 
lack of understanding was in sharp contrast to Illica's text for La Wally, which showed 
sensitivity to the performers' needs. Mozart eventually changed to Lorenzo da Ponte 
(1749-1838) and the superior quality of the libretti facilitated the composition of the 
three operas they made together: The Marriage of Figaro, Don Giovanni and Cosi fan 
Tutte. These works were among the most successful of Mozart's career and remain so to 
this day. He summarized the good fortune of having an able librettist: "The best thing of 
all is when a good composer, who understands the stage and is talented enough to make 
sound suggestions, meets an able poet, as true phoenix; in that case no fears need be 
entertained as to the applause even of the ignorant. "62 
60 Allen Shawn, "Craft's Stravinsky," The Atlantic (August 1998): 1-2. 
61 Edward Dent and David Cairns, Mozart and his Operas (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 
36, 50. 
62 Herbert Graf, Opera for the People (New York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 25. 
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Shakespearean Considerations for Adaptation 
In his essay "Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca," T.S. Eliot said: "About 
anyone so great as Shakespeare, it is probable that we can never be right; and if we can 
never be right, it is better that we should from time to time change our way of being 
wrong.',(j3 Eliot identifies the quandary that most critics fmd themselves in when trying to 
describe the great playwright. But as he suggests, the inability to fully capture 
Shakespeare's defming features should not prevent scholars from discussing their 
observations. In his chapter "Shakespeare's Life," J.J.M. Tobin provides a summary of 
his reflections: 
Shakespeare is Shakespeare because of a combination of philosophical tolerance, 
psychological profundity, and metaphoric genius; that is, he is generous-minded, 
aware of what makes people tick, and is able to express himself more vividly than 
anyone else in the language.64 
Tobin then stresses the latter point: "And it is his language that truly sets him apart."65 
Besides memorable characters, it is indeed Shakespeare's language that has permeated 
our culture, with expressions that have become so common that many people do not 
realize he is the source. While a number of writers in history have produced works that 
excel in one of the areas Tobin cites, few have succeeded in all three. 
Although Shakespeare borrowed ideas from sources such as Raphael Holinshed' s 
Holinshed Chronicles (1587) for his history plays, and most likely Michel de 
63 T.S. Eliot, Selected Essays, 107. 
64 J.J.M. Tobin, "Shakespeare's Life," in The Tragedy of Hamlet Prince of Denmark, ed. J.J.M. Tobin. 
(Boston: Cengage Learning, 2012), 7. 
65 Ibid., 7. 
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Montaigne's Essayes (1580) for Hamlet and The Tempest, he has also been the source for 
many derivative works. Tobin comments on this phenomenon: 
Shakespeare's borrowing was frequent and pervasive, but his creative adaptations 
of those raw materials have made him ultimately not just a borrower but in fact 
the world's greatest lender, giving us four hundred years of pleasure and 
providing countless artists, whether painters, novelists, film directors, or even 
comic book writers, with allusive material. 66 
Added to that of course are the composers and librettists who have produced works based 
on his plays. Tobin's emphasis on the "allusive material" is significant for these 
derivative operas because many of them, especially in the twentieth century, were 
deliberate nods at specific incidents in Shakespeare's works, rather than poorly written 
renditions of complete plays that characterized many eighteenth and nineteenth century 
adaptations. For instance, Gustav Holst's At the Boar's Head (1924-25) was a reference 
to the tavern in Eastcheap in Henry IV, Parts I and II Another example is Cole Porter's 
Kiss Me, Kate ( 1948), with its echoes of The Taming of the Shrew. 
Tobin's three categories of "philosophical tolerance, psychological profundity, 
and metaphoric genius" are useful tools for evaluating Shakespearean libretti in order to 
establish the extent to which the qualities were retained in the final products. As he says, 
the most crucial of these talents was the virtuosity ofhis language and descriptions. T. S. 
Eliot discusses the playwright's use of multi-layered imagery in his works: 
The re-creation or word and image which happens fitfully in the poetry of such a 
poet as Coleridge happens almost incessantly with Shakespeare. Again and 
again, in his use of a word, he will give a new meaning or extract a latent one; 
again and again the right imagery, saturated while it lay in the depths of 
Shakespeare's memory, will rise like Anadyomene from the sea.67 
66 Ibid., 14. 
67 T.S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry, 146-47. 
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With his own poetic language, Eliot uses the lovely imagery of Shakespeare's ideas rising 
like Anadyomene from the sea. His point that words and images were constantly 
emerging is apt, because it was seldom the case with most other poets. It is as if 
Shakespeare is the Mozart prodigy and the others are the highly talented - but not quite 
equal - Mussorgsky or Schumann. 
G. Wilson Knight also discusses Shakespeare's use of imagery to knit symbolism 
into the action: 
But with Shakespeare a purely spiritual atmosphere interpenetrates the action, 
there is a fusing rather than a contrast; and where a direct personal symbol 
growing out of the dominating atmosphere is actualized, it may be a supernatural 
being, as the Ghost, symbol of the death-theme in Hamlet, or the Weird Sisters, 
symbols of the evil in Macbeth. Since in Shakespeare there is this close fusion of 
the temporal, that is, the plot-chain of event following event, with the spatial, that 
is, the omnipresent and mysterious reality brooding motionless over and within 
the play's movement. 68 
The real mastery, then, according to Knight, is the ability to combine the temporal with 
the spatial. This latter component is the most difficult to identify because it simply cannot 
be pinned to language; it involves implication. And the "omnipresent and mysterious 
reality" that broods over the play has to be reproduced to some extent in derivative 
libretti in order for an opera to be recognizably Shakespearean. In his introduction to 
Knight's book, T. S. Eliot provides a clue that may be applied to adaptation: 
But I think that Mr. Knight, among other things, has insisted upon the right way 
to interpret poetic drama. The writer of poetic drama is not merely a man skilled 
in two arts and skilful to weave them in together; he is not a writer who can 
decorate a play with poetic language and metre. His task is different from that of 
68 G. Wilson Knight, The Wheel of Fire: Interpretations of Shakespearean Tragedy (Cleveland: Meridian 
Books, 1930), 4-5. 
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the 'dramatist' or that of the 'poet', for his pattern is more complex and more 
dimensional. 69 
Eliot's description of Knight's methods of interpreting poetic drama is helpful for 
librettists because it shows that language skills are not just a matter of technique; they 
must also display something of the mysterious atmosphere that Knight ascribes to 
Shakespeare. I think that, more than any other oversight, a lack of understanding of this 
intangible dimension explains why most libretti adaptations fail to adequately reproduce 
the original plays. As Eliot argues, skillful poetic technique is insufficient. He adds 
further, "in a work of art, as truly as anywhere, reality only exists in and through 
appearances."70 Thus, the verse-writer must be capable of conjuring these appearances, 
which as Knight suggests, are "more complex." 
Unfortunately, the beauty and complexity of Shakespeare's language are the first 
attributes to be jeopardized in translation, because it is very difficult to capture the subtle 
connotation of his words and replicate the masterful syntax. Both an adaptor in the same 
language as well as a translator into another must possess strong skills in finding 
equivalent metaphors, as merely hinting at the ideas behind the metaphors cannot 
adequately express Shakespeare's ability to use condensed and evocative language. One 
measure of competency is whether or not a librettist appreciates Shakespeare's witty 
insults, and especially his puns. Poetic artistry is another feature of his language that 
merits particular attention, and is also often lost in translation. Nevertheless, when the 
words are simple the task of translating should be made easier. For this reason, Verdi's 
69 T.S. Eliot, introduction to The Wheel of Fire: Interpretations ofShakespearean Tragedy, by G. Wilson 
Knight (Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1964), xxi. 
70 rb·d ·· I ., XXll. 
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treatment of "To bed, to bed, to bed" and "Willow, willow, willow" will be analyzed in 
later sections of this study. 
Another defining characteristic of Shakespeare's literary ability was the 
psychological depth he achieved in his character portrayal. Dr. Johnson quotes Dryden as 
stating that, "Shakespeare was the man, who, of all modem and perhaps ancient poets, 
had the largest and most comprehensive soul," and specifies that. "When he describes 
any thing, you more than see it, you feel it too.',n He had a deep understanding of human 
nature with tremendous insight into the human condition - so much so, that audiences 
from around the world still relate to the scenarios he portrays. For instance, in the more 
somber plays such as King Lear and Macbeth, Shakespeare shows that there are 
circumstantial and societal ills that are independent of the evil that stems from personal 
choice, which serve to mitigate the blame for illicit actions. Shakespeare also 
demonstrates extraordinary perceptiveness regarding the motivations of the human heart, 
and shows an intuitive understanding of its consequent behavior. He understood the 
myriad thoughts and actions that defme people coming from different cultural 
backgrounds, time periods, social classes, and gender. The aptitude of a librettist who 
reproduces one of the plays is judged in part by the decisions he makes about which 
characters are retained and which are omitted (since every choice affects how the 
audience understands the play as a whole), and how well the operatic version represents 
the depth and intricacies of the protagonists. 
7l Samuel Johnson, Johnson on Shakespeare, Vol. I, ed. Arthur Sherbo (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1968), 112. 
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Tobin's third feature of philosophical tolerance applies to Shakespeare's broad 
attitudes and forbearance. The playwright's outlook on life favors sympathy in lieu of 
severity toward human frailty, with a more optimistic view of the eventual meaning of 
things. Although he does not hesitate to expose wickedness when someone IS 
unrepentantly malicious like Iago (Othello) or Aaron (Titus Andronicus), he IS 
nonetheless sensitive to the many degrees that obtain between absolute vice and absolute 
virtue. He shows benevolence toward the characters he creates, and tries to fmd 
redemptive qualities in those who falter. Dante, by contrast, can often appear more 
judgmental in his writing, as is illustrated by his treatment of Brutus and Cassius in his 
Inforno when compared with Shakespeare's more generous treatment of the same 
characters in Julius Caesar. In his approach to many of his fault-ridden characters, he 
tries to apprehend and explain the source of their villainy, thereby demonstrating that 
understanding is at the core of charity and forgiveness. Moreover, he does not show a 
superior pleasure in seeing his characters fail. While little is known of the biographical 
details of Shakespeare's life, his writing suggests that he was a person of vast experience 
and wisdom in life, having an empathetic understanding of the weaknesses and strengths 
in people, with a consequent love of life despite its inherent difficulties. 
With regard to music, some modem critics disagree as to how much importance 
the playwright attached to it. While Daniel Albright contends in Musicking Shakespeare: 
A Conflict of Theatres that he "did not overvalue music,"72 many other Shakespearean 
scholars disagree. In his book Shakespeare and Music, David Lindley focuses on the role 
72 Albright, Musicking, 1. 
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of music in the plays. In discussing The Tempest, he states "song serves necessary 
narrative and dramatic functions.'m Lindley notes that modem audiences understand how 
music "establishes a particular emotional colouring for the action.''74 In Shakespeare's 
plays, it serves essentially the same function. He elaborates that in the plays, music is not 
only incidental, but that it "acts as a kind of theatrical punctuation, generating for the 
audience a shift of mood."75 Lindley's observation that Shakespeare used song for 
''theatrical punctuation" and to provoke a change in mood is noteworthy since it 
demonstrates that he valued music's potential to accentuate drama and enkindle the type 
of reactions that text alone was unable to accomplish. 
In her review of Albright's book, Julie Sanders also contends that music was 
highly esteemed by Shakespeare. Sanders argues that the tension that is occasionally 
evident in his plays toward song was not due to an underestimation on his part, but rather 
to the difficulties of incorporating live music into his open-air theater. 76 A third critic 
who disagrees with Albright's assertion is Edward Dent. In his book, The Rise of 
Romantic Opera, he stresses that the playwright "is as sentimental about music as any 
poet of the nineteenth century .'m A review of the instances in which Shakespeare wrote 
about music in the Shakespeare Lexicon and Quotation Dictionary reveals a page-length 
column of data, further suggesting that he appreciated the use of music in his plays. The 
fact that Shakespeare included songs or references to music over a hundred times in his 
73 David Lindley, Shakespeare and Music (London: Arden Publishing, 2006), 2. 
74 Ibid., 2. 
75 Ibid., 2. 
76 Julie Sanders, Review of Music king Shakespeare: A Conflict of Theatres, Daniel Albright. Music & 
Letters (Oxford Journals 89, no. 3 (August 2008): 1-2. 
77 Edward Dent, The Rise of Romantic Opera (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 188. 
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works demonstrates conclusively that he placed value on it. 78 His words through Lorenzo 
in The Merchant of Venice are as convincing as any regarding Shakespeare's views: 
The man that hath no music in himself, 
Nor is not moved with concord of sweet sounds, 
Is fit for treasons, stratagems and spoils; 
The motions of his spirit are dull as night, 
And his affections dark as Erebus: 
Let no such man be trusted. Mark the music. (V .i.83-88) 
G. Wilson Knight's statement that a "purely spiritual atmosphere interpenetrates the 
action" in Shakespeare's works is an obvious reason why music would be so welcome in 
his plays. Its capacity to intensify the drama and reinforce the central ideas makes it an 
ideal complement to the text. And the "omnipresent and mysterious reality" that 
permeates the plays is precisely why they appeal so much to composers of the ethereal art 
of music. 
78 Alexander Schmidt, Shakespeare Lexicon and Quotation Dictionary Vols. 1 & 2 (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1971 ), 752. 
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PART II 
'A drum, a drum! Mac beth doth come' 
The first of Giuseppe Verdi's Shakespearean operas was Macbeth, which had its 
debut at the Teatro della Pergola in Florence on 14 March 1847, and was later revised for 
the Paris premiere in 1865. Verdi's choice of Shakespeare was uncommon in Italy when 
he began his operatic adaptation of Macbeth in 1846. The first time a Shakespeare play 
was performed in Italy occurred only three years earlier with the staging of Othello in 
Milan. 79 The composer insisted on having a central role in the production of the libretto's 
plot, characters, and themes, and limited the contribution of librettist Francesco Maria 
Piave. Paul Henry Lang describes the proportionate responsibility as follows: "For 
Macbeth, he took matters into his own hands. The prose version as well as the scenario he 
planned himself; Piave, the librettist, was largely restricted to the versification."80 
Macbeth can be viewed through the lens of several cruxes, or challenges, that 
were faced by Shakespeare, Verdi, and Piave. One area of inquiry is the source text, 
which for Shakespeare was closely interwoven with a second contextual crux of political 
constraint. His use of the Holinshed Chronicles (1587) as the basis for his play was 
limited by the need to change the role of Banquo in deference to James I, whose lineage 
was linked to this historic leader. For Verdi, Carlo Rusconi's 183 8 translation of 
Shakespeare's Macbeth was significant because he also used these texts for Falstaff and 
the unfinished Re Lear. August Wilhelm Schlegel's "A Note on Shakespeare's Macbeth," 
79 Phillips-Matz, Verdi, 193. 
80 Lang, The Experience of Opera, 139. 
49 
which was included in the Rusconi edition, will also be examined since many scholars 
consider him a major influence on Verdi. The political crux for Verdi and Piave is related 
to the source text, because various government censors demanded that they modify 
Shakespeare's play, including the witches' role. Shakespeare's witches also figure 
prominently in a further crux of performance. In his Macbeth, the depiction of the 
witches relied more heavily on James I's writings on witchcraft than on Holinshed. 
Shakespeare also responded to other performance challenges by building the drama of the 
play through textual allusion, character nuance, and stage features. For Verdi and Piave, 
adapting the play into opera presented separate, yet related performance challenges, such 
as altering the witch and sleepwalking scenes, and accentuating the natural musical 
features of the play by arranging chorus scenes and expanding orchestral effects. 
After analyzing Shakespeare's treatment of these cruxes, the focus will shift to 
Verdi and Piave' s approach to similar challenges. Additionally, a comparison will be 
made of Verdi's source texts, with a close look at his involvement in the writing of the 
Macbeth libretto. Finally, an assessment will be made of the dramatic and operatic 
confluence of textual and performance elements in Macbeth, as well as the discrepancy 
between Verdi's critical reception and commercial success in his initial foray into 
Shakespeare. 
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Dramatic Considerations in Shakespeare's Macbeth 
King James VI of Scotland became King James I of England and Ireland in 1603, 
uniting the British under a single crown. James I claimed that his lineage could be traced 
to the Scottish ruler Banquo. Banquo's life story is depicted in the history of the British 
monarchy written by Raphael Holinshed in his Holinshed Chronicles (1587). Holinshed 
used Hector Boece's Scotorum Historiae (1527) as his source for Scottish history. When 
Shakespeare wrote Macbeth in c.1606, he based his play on Holinshed's Chronicles, 
which he also used as a source text for other history plays. 81 In her introduction to the 
Huntington Library edition of the Chronicles. Cyndia Susan Clegg reiterates the 
commonly held assumption that Shakespeare referred to Holinshed for some of his 
history plays. Shakespeare used the second edition of the Chronicles (1587) for Macbeth, 
rather than the first which was published in 1577.82 
For political reasons, Shakespeare was obliged to modifY Holinshed's historical 
account. For instance, Shakespeare's Banquo remains loyal to King Duncan instead of an 
accomplice to the king's murder by Macbeth, as the Chronicles depict him. William 
Empson comments on this change: "Shakespeare could not possibly have intended to 
show to James I the supposed founder of his line as a crimina1."83 Yet, Kenneth Muir 
stresses that, while Macbeth was written as "a compliment" to the king, it was not 
81 Ibid., 1355-57. 
82 Cyndia Susan Clegg, ed., The peaceable and prosperous regiment of blessed Queene Elisabeth: A 
Facsimile from Holinshed's Chronicles (1587) (San Marino: Huntington Library/University of California 
Press, 2005), 1. 
83 William Empson, Essays on Shakespeare, ed. David Pirie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1986), 143. 
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intended as "irrelevant flattery."84 Other critics have also emphasized Shakespeare's 
exoneration of Banquo's complicity. In his lecture notes on Macbeth, Coleridge stresses 
Banquo's innocent "unpossessedness" or want of any premeditated murderous plans.85 
Coleridge further qualifies this characterization by suggesting that there were no ulterior 
designs in the "easily satisfied mind of the self-uninterested Banquo."86 
Shakespeare also transformed Holinshed's weird sisters from their original form as 
nymphs or fairies into the hideous witches of the play. In his article, "The witches and 
the witch: Verdi's Macbeth," Daniel Albright discusses the probability that 
Shakespeare's portrayal of the witches was influenced by James I's 1597 book on 
witchcraft, Dl£monologie, in which the monarch argues about the reality and nature of 
their existence. 87 Albright's suggestion is not an uncommon view among Shakespearean 
scholars, and would be in keeping with Shakespeare's delicate political position in 
presenting a play to James I involving his ancestor, and would also reflect the king's 
known fascination with necromancy. Shakespeare's modification of the weird sisters 
reflected the king's fear-inciting depiction of witches. This is not to say, of course, that 
Shakespeare did not take advantage of the more theatrical presence his frightful witches 
had over Holinshed's less intimidating nymphs. In his introduction to Macbeth, Nicholas 
Brooke hastily passes over the influence of James's book on the play, stating only that the 
king had been "all too credulous" in his early Dl£monologie and later became more 
84 Kenneth Muir, Introduction, in The Arden Shakespeare: Macbeth (London: Methuen and Co., 1953), 
lxii. (N.B. Muir's article is still used in the current Arden edition.) 
85 Coleridge, Collected Vol. II, 306. 
86 Ibid., 307. 
87 Daniel Albright, "The witches and the witch: Verdi's Macbeth," Cambridge Opera Journa/17, No. 3 
(Nov. 2005), 226. 
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sceptical about witchcraft.88 Kenneth Muir, on the other hand, gives a more substantive 
analysis in emphasizing that James I did not consider witches as devils, but as creatures 
who had willingly delivered themselves to him in exchange for extraordinary powers. 
Muir argues that "James himself declared that the devil allures persons," and that the 
witches were also "tragic creatures" who had succumbed to his temptations. He also 
astutely points out that we do not know Shakespeare's own views on witchcraft, and that 
he simply could have used the common belief in it "for dramatic purposes."89 
Daniel Albright posits that Shakespeare was influenced by King James' description of 
witches as having a "greedie appetite of geare, caused through great pouerty," ('geare' 
meaning apparel), or as Albright summarizes, "so greedy and vengeful that they make a 
bargain with Satan to get what they want." He also argues that Shakespeare presents 
them as "multiple Satans in drag."90 Shakespeare made use of these descriptions of the 
weird sisters to amplify the eerie and violent tension that permeates the play. It is 
through them that the prophecy is given to General Macbeth that he will become King of 
Scotland. The dramatic atmosphere that dominates the witch scenes is a natural 
background for an operatic setting. The play's relatively short length is also a compatible 
feature for adaptation, as is the profound and somber tragedy. The medium of music can 
enhance Shakespeare's exploration of the dark recesses of the human heart and the 
detrimental consequences of ruthless ambition. In his article on Macbeth, Frank Kermode 
comments on Shakespeare's themes: 
88 Nicholas Brooke, Introduction in The Oxford World Classics: Macbeth (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1990), 20. 
89 M . l d . I ... mr, ntro uctwn, xm. 
90 Albright, "The witches," 226. 
53 
Macbeth is a play about the eclipse of civility and manhood, the temporary triumph of 
evil; when it ends, virtue and justice are restored, the time is free, the "weal" once 
more made "gentle." In no other play does Shakespeare show a nation so cruelly 
occupied by the powers of darkness; and Macbeth is, for all its brevity, his most 
intensive study of evil at work in the individual and in the world at large.91 
Kermode' s description of the "evil at work" is shown in the relative ease with which 
Macbeth is led astray. Not only is Macbeth prey to the conniving of his wife, but he also 
deludes himself about prospective military threats because of the witches' exhortation to 
him to "be bloody, bold, and resolute: laugh to scorn! The pow'r of man for none of 
woman born/ Shall harm Macbeth" (IV.i.79-81). In the same scene in which this 
prophesy and the Macduff prediction are given amidst claps of thunder, Macbeth is 
further told to be "lion-mettled and proud" because no one can vanquish him until the 
Great Birnam Wood is moved to Dunsinane Hill. Macbeth is convinced of his 
indomitability because every man is born of a woman, and the woods of Great Birnam 
simply cannot pick up and move location. Macbeth's pride before his fall is underscored 
in the fmal battle. The witches' richly metaphoric prophesies take on a curious twist as 
Macduff proclaims that he was not, in effect, born normally of a woman, but rather by 
caesarean. This gripping atmosphere is heightened further by Macbeth's sense of doom 
after he learns that the invading English army was equipped with fortifications and 
shields taken from the wood of the Birnam forest. Macbeth's downfall is tragic but not 
surprising. Perhaps it is because, as Kermode says, "Macbeth's humanity is ... 
represented as a condition we share. It is, of course, imperfect. "92 
91 Frank Kermode, "Macbeth," in The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. Blakemore Evans et al. (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1997), 1355. 
92 Ibid., 1357. 
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Although it seems likely that Shakespeare changed the role of Holinshed's 
Banquo so as not to offend James I, and that he also sought to please the latter by 
changing the weird sisters into witches like those depicted in the king's book, it is also 
evident that Shakespeare was appealing to a broader audience with his tragic tale. His 
plot and themes are reminiscent of the medieval morality plays in which parables of the 
effects of vice and virtue were enacted. In the story of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, 
Shakespeare articulated the perils of temptation and complicity in evil. The fact that their 
cries of conscience were stifled by the clamor of their deeds is a key way that the 
playwright demonstrates the inescapable web of persistent wrongdoing. Lady Macbeth's 
descent into lunacy shows that she was unable to escape the guilt of her misdeeds despite 
her conscious effort to suppress all remorse, with the consequent imprint of her 
bloodthirsty motives on the subconscious ramblings of her sleepwalking. In his notes on 
the play Coleridge discusses the dangers of delusional complicity: 
Macbeth described by Lady M. so as at the same time to describe her own 
character - intellectually considered, he is powerful in all but has strength in none 
-morally, selfish i.e. as far as his weakness will permit him. Could he have every 
thing, he wanted, he would rather have it innocently - ignorant, as alas! how 
many are! that he who wishes a temporal end for itself does in truth will the 
means - hence the danger of indulging in fancies -. 93 
Empson echoes Coleridge's suggestion about Macbeth's willful self-deceit: "but the 
whole point about Macbeth is that he is hurried into an ill-considered action, or that he 
refuses to consider it himself," with the result that "its prevailing darkness is a symbol of 
his refusal to see the consequences ofhis actions."94 
93 Coleridge, Collected Works Vol. II, 308. 
94 Empson, Essays, 140. 
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Shakespeare had both King James and the larger public in mind with his emphasis 
on the danger of ambition without the presence of personal virtue to restrain the more 
ruthless and amoral impulses commonly associated with the desire for power. He also 
distinguishes between the legitimate and benevolent rule of a king who places the 
interests of his people above his own, and the despotic and egocentric rule of a leader 
who represses and abuses his people. The brutality of Henry VIII may well have 
influenced Shakespeare's thinking. 
Shakespeare also explores the relative manifestation of ambition in the two sexes 
through the more brutish and tyrannical display of Macbeth, and the conniving tactics of 
Lady Macbeth and the witches, who incite violence and foster paranoia. Regardless of 
gender, the principal characters must bear the consequences of their behavior, showing 
that evil and corruption lead to the destruction of those who are seduced by the lust for 
power. In Macbeth, Shakespeare demonstrates the ultimate triumph of good over evil, 
even though the good often follows a thorny, circuitous path. Frank Kermode gives the 
following account of this process: 
The suffering of the Macbeths may be thought of as caused by the pressure of the 
world of order slowly resuming its true shape and crushing them. This is the work 
of time; as usual in Shakespeare, evil, however great, bums itself out, and time is 
the servant of providence. Nowhere is this clearer than in Macbeth. 95 
As Kermode indicates, Shakespeare proposes the idea that good not only prevails over 
evil, but in the realm of providence, evil is permitted specifically so that good may be 
drawn from it, so that the perpetrators of malice are humiliated and that those who pursue 
good are edified. 
95 Kermode, "Macbeth, " 1358. 
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Textual Responses to Performance Challenges 
Most scholars, such as Archie Burnett and John Tobin,96 agree that Shakespeare 
wrote his plays to be both read and performed. Since the action in a live performance 
transpires so quickly, the audience does not have the time to contemplate the artistry of 
the language or the depth of the philosophical thought that permeates the play. The poetry 
of the text and the complexity of the imagery have to be read slowly, and even multiple 
times, in order to grasp the full meaning. Nevertheless, live performance was the source 
of Shakespeare's livelihood. He was bound by the relatively fast pace of live action, and 
so chose succinct metaphoric language to deepen the imprint of his characters on the 
audience's mind. Two of the most memorable examples of Shakespeare's condensed 
imagery are the witch trio's unison cry, "Fair is foul, and foul is fair" (I.i.ll) and Lady 
Macbeth's "Out, damn'd spot! Out, I say!" (V.i.35). Verdi underscored the significance 
of the expressions by diligently replicating both phrases in his libretto. Shakespeare's 
repetition of the words "Out, out" serves both to reinforce the frantic efforts of Lady 
Macbeth to cleanse her conscience and also as a mnemonic device toward the end of the 
play when they are used allusively in Macbeth's response to his wife's suicide: 
Out, out, brief candle! 
Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player, 
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage, 
And then is heard no more. It is a tale 
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 
Signifying nothing (V.v.23-28). 
96 Class lectures, 4/11 and 3/10 respectively. 
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Macbeth's reference to his wife's words in the sleepwalking scene suggests the 
fragility of human existence. Lady Macbeth's forceful personality could devastate men's 
lives and affect a nation, but that same power turned into vulnerability when the 
consequences of her behavior led to her own destruction. Macbeth's "Out, out, brief 
candle!" is neither a question nor a plea, but a command. She was incapable of reversing 
the indelible stain of her villainy, and thus her sentence is pronounced by one of her 
victims. By joining the two lines, Shakespeare also alludes to the marriage union, 
whereby 'the two become one flesh' 97 and so remain interdependent. Macbeth and his 
wife were reciprocally affected by their personal weakness and ambition. Like Newton's 
law of motion, 'for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction', the couple's 
complicity to do harm resulted in their mutual destruction. 
Symbolism was also apparent in Lady Macbeth's 'damn'd spot' being 
transformed into a 'brief candle'. Shakespeare demonstrates that the woman who 
believed she could control men's destinies was only a brief candle which, though it could 
bum, eventually burned out. Her life extinguished, she could no longer give light and 
became 'a walking shadow'- which also conjures up the image ofBanquo's ghost. And 
for all her vainglorious attempts to rule over others, she disappears to be 'heard no more.' 
Given the drama and suspense surrounding Lady Macbeth, it was not surprising 
that Verdi expanded her role in the opera: She was the leading lady par excellence of 
Shakespeare's characters. All the power of a prima donna's voice, both in terms of 
projection and expression, would be at the service of her forceful personality. The 
97 
"and the two will become one flesh. So they are no longer two, but one" (Mark I 0:8) 
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potential for an impassioned sleepwalking scene was also tremendous. The danger, 
however, would be in overplaying the scene, both musically and textually, instead of 
mimicking Shakespeare's simplicity and restraint in using sparse words, which had the 
effect of loss and awe. (Verdi's response will be explored further in the "Textual and 
Production Cruxes" section.) 
One of the frequent criticisms of translations or adaptations of Shakespearean 
language is a lack of fidelity to the original text. But just as we are lenient with 
Shakespeare's unfaithfulness to Holinshed's version of Macbeth, so too must we afford 
some latitude to Shakespearean adaptors because all of his original words may not in fact 
be, well, original. An example of the uncertain origin of a well-known line in the play is 
when Macbeth responds to his wife's accusation of spinelessness by saying, "I dare do all 
that may become a man;/ Who dares do more is none," (I.vii.46-47). As G. Blakemore 
Evans points out in his essay "Shakespeare's Text," this line was later modified by the 
addition of words to clarify its meaning. 98 Whether or not the changes were meritorious 
is still a matter for debate. 
Questions over textual emendations are not limited to Macbeth. Giorgio 
Melchiori argues, "It is unlikely that the question of the comparative merits of the 1622 
Quarto version and the 1623 Folio version of Othello will ever be settled to everybody's 
satisfaction." Melchiori goes on to recommend that editors should "exercise their own 
judgment and choose from either version depending on which individual reading seems 
98 G. Blakemore Evans, "Shakespeare's Text," 55. 
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more correct. "99 The process of deciding which version of a given line is the more 
correct can be frustrating given the plethora of critical debate over textual minutiae. 
There comes a point where the larger picture of the play is lost amidst squabbles over one 
or two words. Particularly in the case of the libretti adaptations, it would seem that a good 
faith effort should be made to reproduce the text without the scrupulosity found in critical 
disputes, provided the translation is clearly identified. Samuel Johnson's advice to the 
uninitiated reader of Shakespeare may be applied to this situation: "Let him, that is yet 
unacquainted with the powers of Shakespeare, and who desires to feel the highest 
pleasure that the drama can give, read every play from the first scene to the last, with 
utter negligence of all his commentators."100 Dr. Johnson's advice is apropos for the first 
reading, so that a person may draw his or her own conclusions and not have the 
imagination stifled by someone else's interpretation or, worse yet, have the story spoiled 
by preliminary explanation. However, it is only the poorly educated who think that they 
have no use for the expertise and advice of teachers or critics whose life's work has been 
to explore the subject. The optimal solution is to first read a work alone without any 
interruption, and then see what the experts have to say in subsequent readings. The latter 
are especially helped by annotation to define archaic terms and provide contextual detail. 
Performance Cruxes of Setting and Stage Directions 
Another performance challenge for Shakespeare was the staging and setting of 
Macbeth. Like Verdi, Shakespeare had to make use of the resources in his dramatic 
99 Giorgio Melchiori, "0 thou blacke weede," Shakespeare Quarterly 32, no. 3 (Autumn 1981): 355. 
100 Arthur Sherbo, ed., Johnson on Shakespeare, Vol. I (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968), 111. 
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milieu and produce effective stage effects to highlight the plot, characters, and themes. 
For instance, without some reference to Scotland and the Birnam forest, vital parts of the 
story would be missing. The play itself gives ample opportunity for the type of 
theatricality that makes both drama and opera exciting, such as the inclusion of ghosts, 
witch covens, battle scenes, and beheadings. Daniel Albright describes how Macbeth 
inspired both the playwright and operatic composers to push past ordinary artistic 
boundaries: 
Macbeth, perhaps more than any other play of Shakespeare's, has challenged 
composers to question the syntax of opera itself ... Just as Shakespeare risked the 
collapse of illusion by writing plays that were far too playful, or not nearly playful 
enough, so some of the composers drawn to Shakespeare liked to go beyond the 
comfort zone of the operatic medium.101 
Unlike most of his contemporaries who carelessly adapted plays into operas, Verdi took 
extra pains with Macbeth to accurately reproduce the language and plot since they 
resulted in such a compelling theatrical effect. 
In the play, Shakespeare uses cues such as "thunder and lightning" in the opening 
scene to build the dramatic tension before a single line is delivered. In Act 2, scene 1 he 
indicates, "A bell rings" toward the close of Macbeth's "Is this a dagger" soliloquy. The 
bell becomes a personified tempter for Macbeth ("The bell invites me") as well as an 
angel of death for Duncan: "a knelV That summons thee to heaven or hell." It is a simple 
yet effective device that conjures up both physical and spiritual images. For instance, a 
small bell can draw the attention of a table server that a course is finished or to guests that 
a meal is about to be served. A louder bell has traditionally been used in towns to warn of 
101 Albright, Musicking, 30. 
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fire or impending attack. (Alarms are still used in towns to warn of emergencies or 
imminent dynamite use at quarries.) The function is to alert people that something 
important needs to be heeded. In the spiritual realm, bells are used at critical moments 
during Christian liturgies, and they also toll from churches when a person is seriously ill 
or has died. In a similar way, Shakespeare uses bells to heighten the audience's 
awareness of particularly significant moments in the play. 
In Act 2, scenes 2 and 3, Shakespeare uses the "Knock" stage instruction ten 
times. In addition to the knock's significance as a reminder of conscience, the number ten 
may also be a biblical allusion to the ten commandments (conscience). For both Lady 
Macbeth and her husband, the knocking is a persistent intruder that makes them restless 
and furtive. Macbeth is overcome by the last knock of scene 2, and says: "Wake Duncan 
with thy knocking./ I would thou couldst" (94-95). Scene 3 opens with more knocking 
and the porter alludes to the spirit of the moment: "Knock, knock, knock! Who's there 
i' /th'name of Beelzebub? ... (Knock) Knock, knock! Who's there , in th' I other devil's 
name?" (3-4, 7-8). The effect of the knocking is to build uneasiness in foreshadowing the 
tragic consequences to come, as well as to make associations of the spiritual forces, both 
good and evil, that are at the heart of the dynamic tension. 
Empson discusses Hecate as another possible instance of Shakespeare modifying 
the play to accommodate the king, although he remains unconvinced about its likelihood. 
More to the point, Empson draws attention to the play's enormous potential for theatrical 
effects with the weird sisters: 
The scenes and passages involving Hecate were added by Shakespeare especially 
to please James I. Admittedly, if that is so, it makes an unusually short play even 
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shorter; and many critics have used that as an argument for believing in 
substantial cuts. I don't mean to deny the possibility, but don't feel that much can 
be built on it. In any case, the play gives great opportunities for trick staging with 
the witches. 102 
In addition to the witches' staging potential, Shakespeare used other features of 
the play to respond to performance challenges by creating memorable text with 
significant impact. The tragic depiction of political conspiracy and turmoil in Macbeth 
make it well-suited for adaptation to the operatic stage, especially for extravagant 
productions. The slaying of King Duncan, the tyrannical usurping of the throne, and the 
ensuing murders serve up a horrifying spectacle of human madness on a platter of 
dramatic display. The fact that the tragedy ends with the restoration of order was also an 
asset to the melodious and harmonious resolution of Verdi's musical rendition and his 
triumphant finale, "Vittoria!" ("Victory!") It is not surprising, then, that Verdi chose 
Macbeth as his first Shakespearean opera. The composer and the playwright had similar 
contextual challenges, and met them with innovative resource and daring. 
Operatic Constructions in Verdi's Macbeth 
Verdi and his collaborator, Francesco Maria Piave, had worked together on three 
operas before Macbeth: Ernani, I due Foscari, and Attila. Although Piave's role in the 
Macbeth libretto was subordinate to Verdi's, he was nevertheless a well-regarded and 
experienced librettist Verdi repeatedly wrote to Piave with instructions for the 
versification. For instance, in his letter of 22 September 1846 to Piave, Verdi cautions 
102 Empson, Essays, 137. 
63 
against frivolous verbosity: "Always keep this in mind: use few words ... few words ... 
few but significant ... I repeat few words."103 Exactly how Verdi arrived at his vision 
for Macbeth is a matter of some dispute among his biographers. To understand the 
context in which Verdi and Piave wrote the libretto, it is first necessary to compare 
several biographical accounts of their composition. 
Mary Jane Phillips-Matz's book on Verdi is often singled out as the definitive 
biography. An example of this facile characterization is in an article by Anthony 
Tommasini in the New York Times in which he states, "And, as Mary Jane Phillips-Matz 
explains in her defmitive 1993 biography of Verdi."104 The word "defmitive" 
immediately followed by "1993" is striking, given that new evidence may emerge that 
challenges previous assumptions. Nevertheless, Phillips-Matz is a well-respected scholar 
who obviously dedicated much time and effort to the research in her book. 
In her nine hundred and forty-one page book on Verdi, Phillips-Matz dedicates 
only one sentence to the genesis of Verdi's concept for Macbeth: "The idea of doing 
Macbeth probably grew out of Verdi's friendship with Adrea Maffei, with whom he had 
holidayed in Recoaro in July 1846, although even in May Verdi and the elder Lanari had 
agreed that the new work would be in the genre fantastico or 'imaginative genre. "'105 
Phillips-Matz confuses the reader by suggesting in the same sentence that Verdi 
conceived Macbeth on his July trip with Maffei and also with Lanari during the previous 
May. Moreover, Phillips-Matz fails to give any factual evidence to support the claim that 
103 Phillips-Matz, Verdi, 195. 
104 Anthony Tommasini, "Verdi Versus Shakespeare: With 'Macbeth' It's a Draw," New York Times, May 
9, 2008, accessed April22, 2011, <http://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/09/arts/music/09macb.html>. 
105 Phillips-Matz, Verdi, 193. 
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the opera was derived from Verdi's association with Maffei. While she does cite a letter 
between Verdi and Lanari, it serves only to describe Lanari's hiring of singers. 106 The 
author's assertion that Macbeth resulted from his association with Maffei is also at odds 
with the evidence supplied by other biographers, which shows Verdi to be the 
enthusiastic driving force of the libretto. 
Two other writers offer a more convincing explanation for the origin of Verdi's 
Macbeth. Roger Parker provides the following information: 
By this time Verdi had already drafted the broad dramatic lines of the opera and 
had written encouraging letters to his librettist, Piave, emphasizing that this, his 
first Shakespearean subject, was to be a special case: 'This tragedy is one of the 
greatest creations of man! . . . I know the general character and the tinte as if the 
libretto were already finished'. 107 
In the 5 September 1846 letter that Parker quotes, Verdi also included a synopsis he had 
written for the libretto. Parker uses Verdi's own correspondence to demonstrate that the 
composer had a well-formed idea of the libretto even before he commissioned Piave, and 
was confident in his ability to produce the opera. 
Another music scholar and biographer, Julian Budden, uses the identical quote as 
Parker from Verdi's letter to his librettist. He provides even more information about the 
period of Macbeth's composition by citing letters from the autumn and winter of 1846. 
Budden summarizes Verdi's correspondence to Piave as "a barrage of letters asking for 
more verses and complaining of those already sent; they were too prolix, insufficiently 
106 Ibid., 194. 
107 Parker, The New Grove Guide, 99. 
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theatrical; they lacked character."108 His decision to supply the reader with further 
contextual data has a twofold effect: It corroborates his claim that Verdi was the central 
actor in the production of the Macbeth libretto, and it provides insight into Verdi's 
character as an exacting and critical collaborator. 
While Parker makes broad claims about the composer's personality, he neglects to 
include the kind of extensive evidence that Budden provides. In the preface to his book, 
Parker states "We are now beginning to construct a more complex, and perhaps rather 
darker, picture: a composer who was far from naive in his intellectual attitudes and who 
could, particularly in later life, be uncompromising, even cruel, to those closest to 
him."109 He segues into another broad description: "For one thing the public image of 
Verdi, the picture that was constructed (with his help) during the latter half of his long 
life, and that retained such remarkable currency during the twentieth century, is at last 
showing some cracks."110 Had Parker chosen to provide epistolary citations of his 
portrayal of Verdi as Budden does, his argument would have been more convincing. 
When he suggests parenthetically that Verdi constructed his own public image, he should 
have supplied evidence. One would expect more from a biographical account, especially 
when negative comments are made about a person's character. Otherwise, the criticism 
seems more calumnious than factual. 
Other biographers use Verdi's own words to support their assertions about his 
artistic preferences and work. For instance, when Charles Osborne writes that Verdi felt a 
108 Julian Budden, Verdi (New York: Vintage Books, 1985), 40. 
109 Parker, New Grove Guide, ix. 
110 Ib"d . I., IX. 
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particular affinity for Shakespeare and Macbeth, he produces an unusual piece of 
evidence besides the customary excerpts from the composer's correspondence. Osborne 
had seen the Vocal Score to the opera, and noted Verdi's handwritten dedication to 
Antonio Barezzi: "Here now is this Macbeth, which is dearer to me than all my other 
operas, and which I therefore deem more worthy of being presented to you."111 In the 
case of composers, notes on scores and manuscripts can be just as illuminating as 
correspondence. 
Several biographers cite Verdi's preference for Shakespeare over the far less 
dramatic libretti of his contemporaries (such as Donizetti) as being unusual in mid-
nineteenth century Italy. Budden writes, "Verdi's enthusiasm for Shakespeare was by no 
means general in Italy at the time."112 Stanley Sadie also argues that the composer's 
version of Shakespeare was remarkable given the operatic traditions of his time: 
He struck out later in an entirely new direction with Macbeth, an almost 
revolutionary work for its day, in which the sombre power of Shakespeare's 
tragedy is caught with as few concessions as possible to the prevailing 
conventions. Even in their original form the 'dagger' monologue, the scenes of 
Banquo's ghost and of the apparitions, and above all that of Lady Macbeth's 
sleep-walking, are without parallel in contemporary opera. 113 
The reason that Verdi's Macbeth would have been 'almost revolutionary' is that the 'bel 
canto' tradition that immediately preceded him was characterized by florid, superficial 
artistry. The composer did not hesitate to explore the dark psychological implications of 
the tragedy. He gave as much attention to Shakespeare's concept as he gave to his opera. 
In fact, the 'concession' Verdi made was to put the spotlight on the playwright and not 
Ill Osborne, The Complete Operas, 146. 
112 Budden, Verdi, 189. 
113 Sadie, History ofOpera, 174. 
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himself, i.e., on his music. It was indeed a 'new direction' from previous composers and 
his contemporaries who sought stories as vehicles for their own artistic vision, rather than 
placing their music at the service of literature. Jonas Barish echoes Sadie's observations 
and expands the perspective of Verdi's achievement beyond the scope of Italy: 
Throughout the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and well into the 
nineteenth, Macbeth was played in England in debased versions . . . In short, in 
the years before Verdi's opera there was no tradition, either in England or on the 
Continent, of authenticity of performance . . . Verdi's version, then, far from 
being bizarrely or outrageously theatrical, seems in many respects a heroic effort 
to recover in music something of the spirit of Shakespeare's tragedy. 114 
Barish's emphasis that Verdi's rendition of Macbeth helped recover the authentic 
performance of Shakespeare's play in England as well as in Italy is ironic given that the 
medium was opera, which was viewed with ambivalence by the British at the time. The 
trend continued even into the twentieth century, as W.H. Auden describes in his 1961 
article in Opera: 
I was brought up to believe that opera was a bastard art-form. The great Mozart 
operas might just do because Mozart was Mozart, but Wagner in one way and 
Verdi in another were considered vulgar; as for Rossini, Bellini and Donizetti, 
they were simply beyond the pale. (Judging by some articles I have read, this 
prejudice still survives in certain English quarters). 115 
Auden's account of the frosty reception opera received in his childhood can be explained 
by the fact that the English did not have the same operatic tradition as countries such as 
France, Italy, and Germany. Auden later grew to appreciate opera, despite the prejudices 
of his upbringing: "I am eternally grateful ... to the musical fashion of my youth which 
114 Jonas Barish, "Madness, Hallucination, and Sleepwalking," in Verdi's Macbeth: A Sourcebook, ed. 
David Rosen and Andrew Porter. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1984, 149. 
115 Ulrich Weisstein, "Reflections on a Golden Style: W. H. Auden's Theory of Opera," Comparative 
Literature 22, no. 2 (Spring 1970): 109. 
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prevented me from listening to Italian opera until I was over thirty, by which age I was 
capable of really appreciating a world so beautiful and so challenging to my own cultural 
heritage."116 Auden's suggestion that opera is best savored at a more mature age is 
reminiscent of Aristotle's assertion that metaphysics is best studied at a ripe age, since 
one needs significant life experience to understand the subtleties and complexity of the 
subject. While I do not suggest that a young person is incapable of profound 
understanding, or that older people are necessarily wiser, I think Aristotle understood that 
to be able to appreciate the correlation between simplicity and profundity, one must have 
recourse to a repository of personal experience. Similarly, I don't believe Auden meant 
that children are unable to enjoy opera but that older adults are in a better position to 
appreciate its nuances. 
The British were not the only ones to have cultural prejudices against Italian 
operatic representations. The composer had to revise Macbeth for its Paris premiere in 
1865. One of the more conspicuous additions to the Paris version of Macbeth is the 
"Hecate Ballet," which was made as a concession to the demands of the Paris "Opera". 
Other nineteenth century French composers, such as Charles Gounod, were familiar with 
the conventions of the "Opera". Gounod, too, added a ballet to his opera Romeo and 
Juliette at the behest of the "Opera" directors, but his was a more natural complement to 
his composition, and was as contrived as Verdi's ballet. Like Empson's earlier point that 
Shakespeare added Hecate to please James I, Verdi yielded to outside pressure to add the 
pantomime Hecate Ballet. Daniel Albright concludes that the ballet in Macbeth is 
ll6 From Auden's 1956 Inaugural Oxford Lecture, as quoted by Weisstein in "Reflections," 109-110. 
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lamentable: "But despite Verdi's superior skills, the ballet is a somewhat lurching affair, 
written out of compulsion."II7 As a result, the ballet is not included in most modern 
performances. 
Roger Parker states that the composer's libretto was translated into French by 
Charles-Louis-Etienne Nuitter and Alexandre Beaumont for the Theatre Lyrique in Paris. 
Although the Italian premiere of Macbeth was successful, the Paris version was not well-
received. He notes that Verdi was perplexed by his lack of success in Paris, and was 
saddened by what he perceived to be an ill-informed audience. The composer's dismay is 
understandable since Verdi's creation of a new chorus in Act IV ("0 patria oppressa") 
and the vengeance duet in Act III resulted in a better, more cohesive libretto. The revised 
libretto is considered better by most critics, and is the preferred choice in modern 
performances. 118 It is likely that Verdi's expectations of his audience were too high. 
Even though Shakespeare was becoming better known in Europe, most Italians and 
Frenchmen did not appreciate him to the same extent that he did. As Stanley Sadie 
described, they were also accustomed to the operatic conventions of their day. 
Furthermore, the history of poetic and literary movements shows that the preliminary 
reaction to artistic innovation is often lukewarm at best. The same is true for musical 
pioneers: Bach was considered a secondary composer by many and was not nearly as 
famous until the nineteenth-century when Felix Mendelssohn advocated the importance 
of making his music widespread. Also, Gustav Mahler was mostly a connoisseur's 
117 Daniel Albright, "Golden Calves: The Role of Dance in Opera," Opera Quarterly 22, no.l (Winter 
2006), accessed February 10, 2011, <http://oq:oxfordjournals.org>. 
liS Parker, New Grove Guide, 98-100. 
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composer until the second half of the twentieth century when audiences in Europe and the 
United States embraced his music. 
Verdi's revisions for Macbeth involved substantive changes for Lady Macbeth, 
the most important of which was her aria "La luce langue " ("the light fades") in Act II, 
Scene 1. The effect of the additional music and textual passages in Act III of the 1865 
revision is that they accentuate her tragic and ominous role, with the result that her 
character dominates the scene with violence and foreboding. With the changes, her role 
became so commanding that she overshadows Macbeth. This is why the soprano role for 
Lady Macbeth is often first in the billing, as when Maria Callas performed with Enzo 
Mascherini in 1952, and eclipsed his voice in the same way that Lady Macbeth's force of 
personality eclipsed that of her husband. The enhanced female role also serves to 
underscore the weakness of Macbeth as he succumbs to his wife's demands. 
Verdi responded to the lukewarm French response with wounded indignation. 
Seven days after the Paris premiere, he wrote to his friend and French publisher, Leon 
Escudier: 
Dear Leon: In some French papers I have noticed sentences which would admit of 
doubt (as to how 'Macbeth' went). Some draw attention to one thing and some to 
another. One fmds the subject is sublime and another that it is not suited to music, 
while another says that I did not know Shakespeare when I wrote "Macbeth." But 
in this they are quite wrong. I may not have rendered "Macbeth" well, but that I 
do not know, do not understand and feel Shakespeare, no, by heavens, no! He is 
one of my very special poets, and I have had him in my hands from my earliest 
youth, and I read and re-read him continually. 119 
119 Franz Werfel and Paul Stefan, eds. and tr. Verdi: The Man in his Letters (New York: Vienna House, 
1973), 243. 
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Although Verdi may well have read and re-read Shakespeare, his admiration for the 
playwright did not preclude that fact that he took liberties in modifying Shakespeare's 
themes. In the opera, Verdi emphasizes Macbeth's tyranny toward his subjects rather 
than his moral disintegration in the play. This accent is consistent with Verdi's typically 
Romantic focus on the plight of disadvantaged peoples suffering under the whims of 
despotic rulers. It was also possibly a bow to the political sensibilities of his Italian 
audiences, who had suffered under tyrannical rulers such as Napoleon. In other parts of 
Europe, the cognoscenti also embraced liberation causes such as Greek independence 
from the four hundred years of Ottoman rule. They saw the Turks' suppression of Greek 
culture, especially their language, religious, and artistic heritage, as something that 
deserved international intervention. 
Herbert Lindenberger suggests that Verdi's operas "are products of the ideology 
governing the romantic dramas from which he took his plots: Shakespeare (at least the 
Shakespeare constructed by the romantics), Schiller, Byron, Hugo, the younger 
Dumas. "120 The author also makes the distinction between Verdi's populist sympathies 
and those of the opera seria. (e.g., Scarlatti and Handel): 
Unlike the ruling-class biases guiding the political actions of opera seria, the 
biases behind certain Verdi operas favored lowly characters with largeness of 
soul (Rigoletto, Azucena, Violetta) as well as those oppressed peoples (the 
Hebrews of Nabucco, the Scots of Macbeth, the Flemings of Don Carlos, the 
Ethiopians of Aida) with whom mid-nineteenth-century Italians could 
'd t'fy 121 1 en 1 • 
120 Lindenberger, Opera in History, 73 
121 Ibid., 73. 
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Verdi was well-loved by Italians because, in addition to his mustc, he championed 
populist causes and supported local farms, schools, and hospitals. In Macbeth, he chose 
to highlight the plight of the oppressed Scots, which would have been a subject matter 
readily understood by his audience. In his biography, Roger Parker contends that Verdi's 
sympathetic portrayal of the Scots in Macbeth was one of the ways in which the 
composer became a major political force in nineteenth century Italy. 122 Verdi did not shy 
away from political statement, either in his operas or in his engagement in the public 
sphere. He eventually held office as both Deputy and Senator in the Italian parliament. 
Comparison of the Macbeth Libretto with the Original Play 
The most prominent characters in Verdi's opera are Lady Macbeth, Macbeth, and 
the witches. The latter characters are driving forces for the story. Although Lady 
Macbeth's role is even stronger than in Shakespeare's play, Macbeth is nonetheless 
central to the plot. Whereas Shakespeare presents him as a valiant warrior whose 
conscience is tom about the betrayal of his king, Verdi portrays him unfavorably in his 
easy surrender to the dominating forces of Lady Macbeth and the witches. However, 
Verdi does not entirely neglect Shakespeare's representation of Macbeth's variegated 
moral disposition, as is clearly evident in the remorse and horror he conveys in his 
powerful duet with Lady Macbeth following the murder of Duncan (Ducano ). While 
Verdi was careful to transfer Shakespeare's depiction of human nature to the operatic 
stage and retain the focus on evil, tyranny and corruption, he was less precise in 
122 Parker, New Grove Guide, ix. 
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presenting historical detail. He focused on the internal reactions of the central characters 
instead of developing the historical circumstances of Banquo and Duncan. Whereas he 
accords Duncan's son Malcolm a minor role, he dismisses Banquo from the opera after 
Duncan's murder. 
The other characters Verdi retained from Shakespeare's play are Fleance 
(Fleanzio ), the doctor, the gentlewoman-in-waiting, and Hecate with additional witches. 
Despite the changes in the original list of characters, Verdi fundamentally respected the 
prominence that Shakespeare accorded the central protagonists, even keeping the essence 
of their names in Italian. He also understood that the revelation of character is as evident 
in a libretto's text as it is in the affective suggestions of the music. Thus, he did not 
hesitate to subordinate the music to emphasize the text when the words were particularly 
illuminating. For example, in Macbeth's Act IV, Scene 3 aria "Perfidi! All'anglo contra 
me v'unitef' ("Traitors! You have joined with the English against me!") many of the lines 
are delivered without simultaneous accompaniment; the orchestra waits for the words to 
be sung, and then responds. Verdi also valued Shakespeare's depth in exposing the 
interior realities of his characters as a means to expand upon his themes. In his book 
Romantic Opera and Literary Form, Peter Conrad discusses this correlation between the 
composer and playwright: 
Verdi, like Shakespeare himself, rests in astonished contemplation of characters 
whose mysterious objectivity he respects. For him, consequently, the secret of 
character lies as much in words as in music. Hence the potencJ of Lady 
Macbeth's entrance reading, rather than singing, her husband's letter. 12 
123 Peter Conrad, Romantic Opera and Literary Form (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977), 50. 
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Verdi's attention to the interplay between text and ideas rings to mind Aristotle's 
primary characteristic of drama in Poetics, "mythos." Aristotle argued that the plot must 
incorporate gravity of action, artistic beauty of language, and topics that reverberate with 
the audience. He argued that the audience should be led to "terror and pity" at the 
predicaments of the characters. 124 Verdi used the same two words as Aristotle in his 184 7 
letter to Marianna Barbierei-Nini (who held the role of Lady Macbeth). Verdi said that 
"everything is to be said sotto voce and in such a way as to arouse terror and pity."125 
Other writers have emphasized the significance of these two words. Milton discusses 
Aristotle's text in the prefatory note to Samson Agonistes: "Tragedy, as it was anciently 
composed, hath been ever held the gravest, moralest, and most profitable of all other 
poems: therefore said by Aristotle to be of power by raising pity and fear, or terror, to 
purge the mind of those and such-like passions." 
In terms of plot, Verdi stays close to Shakespeare's play. In Act 1, scene 1 of the 
opera, the witches prophesy that Macbeth will be Thane of Cawdor and Scottish king, 
and even repeat Shakespeare's tale that Banquo's descendents will be kings. He 
understood that the prediction heightens anticipation in the audience, and thereby adds 
dramatic tension. While. Verdi's Lady Macbeth takes a more prominent role in the 
decision to kill Duncan than in the play, the other important plot elements remain the 
same: Fleance escapes, Macbeth sees Banquo's ghost at the banquet (as Lady Macbeth 
tries to reduce the damage of his outburst before the assembled guests), and Macbeth 
approaches the witches in their cave to learn additional details of his future. One of the 
124 Aristotle, Poetics, trans. S.H. Butcher (Charleston, SC: Forgotten Books, 2007), II. 
125 Albright, Musicking Shakespeare, I82. 
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most potent moments in the opera, and one of the most riveting in the entire Verdi 
repertoire, is Lady Macbeth's sleepwalking scene with its extraordinarily demanding and 
expressive aria. 
Verdi also follows Shakespeare's plot in the arrival of Malcolm and the English 
troops to challenge Macbeth. Verdi's witches prophesy that Macbeth will be free from 
harm by any man born of woman and that he will be safe until the Birnan wood moves. 
The opera concludes in a similar way as the play, with Macbeth hearing of his wife's 
suicide and the ensuing battle and fight with Macduff. The final chorus (added with the 
revision) triumphantly sings about the end of the oppressive political situation. 
Textual and Production Cruxes 
Verdi and Piave faced a number of textual challenges in adapting Shakespeare. 
There was an inherent tension between the desire to respect the original play and respond 
to the performance demands of opera. Daniel Albright contends that the need to balance 
operatic demands with textual fidelity actually enhanced the transmission of 
Shakespeare's complex drama: 
Piave didn't, or perhaps couldn't, contain Shakespeare's text within proper 
bounds of normal operatic patterns. And it is precisely in this spilling out of the 
mold that the truly Shakespearean character of Verdi's Macbeth lies: whenever 
one feels, in an opera, that the operatic and dramatic elements are hostile to one 
another, or somehow not working together properly, the special complexity of 
Shakespeare is close by. 126 
Albright's view of the librettist's difficult balancing task as a positive force is an 
appealing, albeit unusual approach. When the 'complexity of Shakespeare' meets the 
126 Ibid., 29-30. 
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corresponding need for a simplified operatic text, it is the librettist who must negotiate a 
truce: He must achieve a compromise between respecting the play's intricate plot and 
language, and accommodating the opera's quantitative textual limits and singers' 
requirements. In this case the measure of accomplishment would be whether the opera 
works as both a piece of musical theatre and as a credible representation of the original 
play. If the composer and librettist accomplish this task, then the tension may be said to 
have been resolved in a coherent way. 
Yet with the artistic hits come the inevitable mtsses. Roger Parker presents 
examples of both. He argues that Verdi gave a faithful account of the expressive imagery 
in the play: "Some of the most strikingly original pages, the hushed duet for Macbeth and 
his wife "Fatal mia donna!' and Lady Macbeth's Sleepwalking Scene, date from the first 
version and create a substantial musical equivalent to Shakespeare's poetic imagery."127 
However, suggesting that Verdi created a musical "equivalent" to Shakespeare is 
questionable; the better term would be interpretation. Parker also suggests that "the 
gibbering witches in the opening scene and later the assassins waiting to ambush Banquo 
are laughably unfrightening."128 Shakespeare had a clear textual advantage over Verdi in 
the possibility to develop his lines more fully. Especially in building genuine fear in an 
audience, as with the witches, a musical interpretation cannot match the subtlety and 
above all, believability, that the spoken voice can convey. 
127 Parker, Oxford History ofOpera, 192. 
128 Ibid., 192. 
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Verdi introduces his witches in the first scene of Act 1 with the same stage 
direction for claps of thunder as Shakespeare. Vincent Godefroy describes how Verdi 
approached this stage effect: 
With each peal and flash a coven of witches materializes, until there are three: 
Verdi insisted on the triple formation of the witches, suggesting six to each group 
. . . but although they address each other in sixes, they speak as one, their 
pronouns and verbs in the singular. Perhaps Verdi was not prepared to lose 
altogether the dramatic force of 'When shall we three meet againe?' while at the 
same time availing himself of the fuller resources of the opera house. "They must 
not forget they are witches speaking," he wrote hopefully in the score. 129 
Verdi took full advantage of the stage presence that three groups of singers bring over 
three individual actors. In addition, he repeated Shakespeare's "Drum within" instruction 
right before the witches say "A drum, a drum!/Macbeth doth come." (1.3.31-32). In the 
opera, the stage direction "A drum is heard" is followed by the witches' words: 
Italian: 
Un tamburo! Che sara? 
Vien Macbetto. Eccolo qua. 
Translation: 
A drum! What can it be? 
Macbeth is coming. Behold him here. 
The Italian phrasing is smoother than the English translation, and also more succinct. The 
composer duplicated Shakespeare's witches' dance immediately after these lines. 
Obviously, Shakespeare's drum and dance are well-suited for the operatic stage. 
While Piave (with some help from Adrea Maffei)130 chose not to repeat 
Shakespeare's first line of Act 1, scene 1 "When shall we three meet again?" in the 
beginning of the scene, he does have the witches say "N'accozzeremo" ("Let us meet 
129 Vincent Godefroy, The Dramatic Genius of Verdi Vol. I (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1975), 108. 
130 Maffei's assistance is discussed in more detail in the source text section. 
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again") at the end of the same scene. He also alluded to the witches' unison cry "Fair is 
foul, and foul is fair" with the first words of Macbeth on entering the Act 1, scene 1 : 
Giorno no vidi mai sifiero e bello! 
So foul and fair a day I have not seen! 
The Italian phrase is mellifluous, though Shakespeare's succinct artistry is missing. 
While Verdi and Piave made a noteworthy effort to respect Shakespeare's play in 
the libretto, Shakespeare's condensed beauty of language is mostly dropped. The puns 
and wit in the play are also absent in the opera, such as the Sergeant's insult "The 
multiplying villainies of nature do swarm upon him" (l.ii.ll-12). It is as if the Italian 
writers took the play so seriously that they did not incorporate the subtly amusing 
comments that render Shakespeare so appealing to Anglophone ears. (This omission 
might also be explained by the difficulties in understanding English humor through 
translation.) But Piave did repeat some of Lady Macbeth's words from the sleepwalking 
scene: "What's done cannot be undone" (V.i.68) is accurately reproduced as "Sfar non 
puoi Ia cosafatta." The music in this scene is evocative. Daniel Albright observes, "At 
last Lady's voice fades out on a cadenza, 'Andiam, Macbetto', as if she were sinking into 
complete rhythmlessness, her private time outside all clock-time."131 But in typically 
protracted operatic theatrics, Lady Macbeth expands her last words in the sleepwalking 
scene over many musical phrases: 
Italian: 
Andiam, Macbetto, no, non t 'accusi il tuo pallor, ecc. 
131 Albright, "The witches," 251. 
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Translation: 
Come Macbeth, no, let not your pallor betray you, etc. 
Whereas the Italian text is melodramatic and unpoetic, Shakespeare's simple, potent 
words are replete with manifold suggestion: "To bed, to bed, to bed." Here, I think the 
playwright is more musical than the composer; his phrase is far more cadenced and 
lyrical. Also there is something to be said for understatement, even in opera. The best 
voice professors teach their singers to always hold something back, and to avoid using 
the voice like a blaring siren. Even sotto voce can be overdone if it is needlessly drawn 
out. Verdi could have easily used "A letto, a letto, a letto, " and let the singer reveal 
herself vocally with modulated intimation instead of the obvious, garish drivel of the 
Italian text. 
However, he and Piave managed better with Lady Macbeth's memorable "Out, 
damn'd spot! Out, I say!" (V.i.35): 
Italian: 
Via, ti dico, o maledetta! 
Translation: 
Out, I say, damned spot! 
The decision not to use "out" twice as did Shakespeare is regrettable, since the repetition 
is suggestive. In the play, Macbeth alludes to Lady Macbeth's words when he says "Out, 
out, brief candle!" upon hearing of her death. In the opera, Macbeth does not evoke the 
sleepwalking scene. Instead, he merely responds with the pathetic: 
La vita! 
... che importa? 
Life! 
What does it matter? 
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Piave is more accurate in translating Shakespeare's "It is a tale/ told by an idiot, full of 
sound and fury,/ Signifying nothing" (V.v.26-28): 
E il racconto d'un povero idiota; 
Vento e suono che nulla dinota! 
It is the tale of a poor idiot, 
sound and fury signifying nothing! 
The slight textual variation is necessary to attain the rhyming 'idiot a ' and 'dinota '. 
W. H. Auden has this to say about the perils of translation: 
Translation is a dubious business at best and we are inclined to agree with those 
who believe that operas should always be given in their native tongue. However, 
if audiences demand them in their own, they must accept the consequences. 
Obviously, the texture and weight of the original words set by the composer are 
an element in his orchestration and any change of the words is therefore an 
alternation of the music itself. Yet the goal of the translator, however 
unattainable, must be to make audiences believe that the words they are hearing 
are the words the composer actually set, which means that a too-literal translation 
of the original text may sometimes prove a falsification. 132 
Auden presents the translation question in both sides of operatic adaptation. His last 
point about a "too-literal translation" is apt, given the different tones that a composer 
must place on words for singing purposes. But again, Verdi was careful to give the play 
top billing, so to speak, over musical considerations. Verdi depicted the dramatic 
lyricism in his music by emphasizing the drama of the characters and the tragic situations 
they faced. Peter Conrad argues that Verdi's textual priories were in sharp contrast to 
those of Hector Berlioz, whose music often did not reflect the text and plot: 
While in Berlioz music obliterates drama, Verdi insists that musical values remain 
properly deferential to dramatic values: during the rehearsal for Macbeth, he 
132 W. H. Auden, The Magic Flute (xiv-xv), as quoted by Ulrich Weisstein in "Reflections," Ill. 
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urged the protagonists to concentrate on declamation of the text, not mellifluous 
phrasing. 133 
In this sense, Verdi was more like J. S. Bach, who scrupulously subordinated his music to 
the meaning of the words in his oratorios. His "'Ruht wohl, ihr he/ligen Gebeine" from the 
St. John Passion, for instance, fully adheres to the tone of the subject matter. Another 
example of conscientious attention to the text is the unparalleled Kyrie from Mozart's 
Great Mass in C Minor. 
Although Verdi acceded to the dramatic exigencies of Shakespeare's play, his 
frequent insertion of instrumental interludes interrupts (not disrupts) the flow of action 
and the theatrical tone of the scenes. It is evident that he was not entirely willing to 
dispense with his musical aims in order to accommodate the text. In opera, orchestration 
has the important dramatic function of accentuating the emotive elements of the plot and 
characters, but its presence side by side the text and action is a significant departure from 
the direct, uninterrupted speech of a play. This distinction may explain Verdi's 
willingness to sacrifice some of the poetic beauty of the play in order to incorporate the 
instrumental passages, arias, and choruses that would fit his musical conception of the 
story. Herbert Graf notes, "'Verdi took infinite pains to obtain from his librettists exactly 
the meter he needed for his musical phrases."134 He also reproduced the stage instruction 
for a bell ringing in Act 1, scene 2 of the opera, and indicates knocking in the same scene, 
but only twice unlike Shakespeare's ten times. 
133 Peter Conrad, Romantic Opera, 50. 
134 Herbert Graf, Opera, 30. 
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Curiously, there is no love duet in Macbeth, which was unusual in operas at the 
time. In his biography of Verdi, John Rosselli states that Verdi was even-handed in his 
treatment oflove in its various forms: "Love in Verdi's operas, besides, is as often that of 
parent and child, of friends, or of country as it is the mutual love of young men and 
women. Nor is 'love interest' always central to them." 135 Verdi's originality did not stop 
there. In trying to retain as much of the original color of Macbeth, Verdi signified a 
major departure from the attempts at Shakespearean adaptation in the eighteenth and first 
half of the nineteenth centuries. In his article Shakespeare in Opera, Jeremy Tambling 
observes the following: 
It may be said that it was the opera in which Verdi's idea was - unlike Rossini - to 
be "Shakespearean," and in aiming for a likeness to Shakespeare rather than to the 
plots that Shakespeare worked with, marks a turn in approaches to Shakespeare in 
opera. 136 
As Tambling indicates, Verdi tried to progress beyond the mere plot-imitating efforts of 
other composers to more closely follow the text, stage instructions, and character 
development in the play so that audiences familiar with Shakespeare would better 
recognize his imprint on the opera. 
Contextual Challenges: Verdi and the Censors 
The increasing power of censors in the nineteenth century affected Verdi and 
other European composers. In Italy, the volatile political situation meant that government 
censors became increasingly demanding. But England was also affected by their 
135 John Rosselli, The Life of Verdi (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 41. 
136 Tambling, "Shakespeare in Opera," 3. 
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restrictions. In her article in Music & Letters, Roberta Marvin discusses the fact that 
Verdi had to consider the demands of both Italian and British censors in his 
Shakespearean adaptations. The constraints stipulated that the libretto could not have 
"indecent language," contain "offensive personalities," nor be "calculated to conduce to 
crime or vice," and not "impair friendly relations with any foreign power." 137 This 
necessarily meant that both Verdi and Piave had to be selective in their use of language 
and controls. 
However, while Verdi agreed to the demands of the Italian censors in some 
instances, in others he refused to acquiesce completely, particularly in his Shakespearean 
operas. 138 While Verdi was forced to accommodate censors in some cities, he kept his 
libretto intact for those cities that had more liberal policies. The Papal States were 
particularly strict. David Lawton's commentary in his critical edition of the Macbeth 
score discusses this phenomenon: 
The presence of witches was evidently especially problematic in the Papal States. 
In this regard R047, the libretto published for the autumn 1847 production of 
Macbeth at the Teatro Argentina, betrays the heavy hand of Roman censorship. In 
the lntroduzione (scenes 1-4), for example, the witches become gypsies who read 
their prophecies from tarot cards. 139 
For his Macbeth performances, Verdi had to submit to censors in Milan, Palermo, 
Messina, and Rome, where anything dealing with the supernatural and worse, regicide, 
was subject to examination. For instance, David Rosen and Andrew Porter cite the 
137 Roberta Montemorra Marvin, "The Censorship of Verdi's Operas in Victorian London," Music & 
Letters 82, no. 4 (November 2001): 584. 
138 Philip Gossett, "The Skeleton Score of Verdi's Una vendetta in domino: Two Surviving Fragments," 
Notes (Music Library Assoc.), 2nd Series, 64, no. 3 (March 2008): 418-419. 
139 David Lawton, ed., Macbeth: 'Me/odramma' in Four Acts: Critical Commentary (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2005), 55. 
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censorship of the libretto in Palermo and Messina: "Regicide played no part in the 
Macbeth given in these cities of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. Count Walfred, 'a 
very rich Scottish nobleman, King Duncan's first military general,' is murdered by a 
Macbeth eager to secure that post for himself."140 Rosen and Porter also point out that 
the Milanese censors removed politically objectionable text that would draw attention to 
the Austrian suppression ofthe Milan rebellion in 1848.141 Although Verdi had to adhere 
to the censors' demands in order for his works to be performed, he reverted to his original 
libretto whenever a Macbeth performance was not subject to their regulation. 
Verdi's Shakespearean Source Texts 
Just as one may conclude that Shakespeare used Holinshed's Chronicles as the 
basis for Macbeth since most scholars agree that this was the case, it is similarly useful to 
compare several critics' accounts of Verdi's Macbeth source text to ascertain its origin. 
This is all the more crucial since Verdi apparently relied on the same source for Falstaff 
and the unfinished Re Lear. Francesco Degrada's article "Observations on the Genesis of 
Verdi's Macbeth" is best discussed by comparing it to August Wilhelm Schlegel's "A 
Note on Shakespeare's Macbeth." Most critics consider Schlegel a major influence on 
Verdi. Jonas Barish's article "Madness, Hallucination, and Sleepwalking" can also be 
examined along with Andrew Porter's "Verdi and the Italian Translations of 
Shakespeare's Macbeth" and William Weaver's "The Shakespeare Verdi Knew." 
140 David Rosen and Andrew Porter, eds., Verdi's Macbeth: A Sourcebook (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Co., 1984), 356 
141 Ibid., 356. 
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Another motive for companng these scholars ts to identify the extent of Verdi's 
involvement in the writing process of the libretto. 
Francesco Degrada and August Wilhelm Schlegel's Commentary 
In "Observations on the Genesis of Verdi's Macbeth," Francesco Degrada 
describes the assistance Adrea Maffei gave to Francesco Maria Piave in the final drafting 
of the versification. Both Verdi and Piave respected Maffei and asked for his help with 
corrections. Degrada argues that, even with the help of professional librettists, it was 
Verdi who was principally responsible for Macbeth. The author cites as evidence a letter 
of the composer to Tito Ricordi (dated 11 April 1857) in which Verdi specifies their 
respective contributions: 
Ten years ago I got it into my head to write Macbeth; I wrote the scenario [selva] 
myself and, indeed, more than the scenario; I wrote out the whole drama in prose, 
with divisions into acts, scenes, numbers, etc., etc ... then I gave it to Piave to put 
into verse. Since I found things to criticize in the versification, I asked Maffei, 
with the consent of Piave himself, to go over those lines, and rewrite entirely the 
witches ' chorus from Act III, as well as the sleepwalking scene. 142 
Despite Maffei's role in refining Piave's text, Degrada is careful to point out that 
Maffei's role was a secondary one, and that he was consulted only after the libretto was 
nearly complete. Specifically, Degrada cites Verdi's 1 0 December 1846 letter to Piave to 
corroborate his assertion that Verdi employed Maffei principally to write the verse for 
only a few awkward areas, including Banquo's scene in Act 11.143 Other critics concur 
142 Francesco Degrada, "Observations on the Genesis ofVerdi's Macbeth," in Verdi's Macbeth: A 
Sourcebook, ed. Rosen et al. (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1984), 156. 
143 Ibid., 157. 
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with Degrada's conclusion that Verdi was the person most responsible for the Macbeth 
libretto, such as Paul Henry Lang. 144 
Central to Degrada's argument is the influence of August Wilhelm Schlegel on 
Verdi's concept of Macbeth. Degrada argues that, while Maffei published a translation of 
Shakespeare's Macbeth in 1863 (two years before the opera's premiere), the influence of 
the librettist was of minor significance compared with that of Schlegel's "A Note on 
Shakespeare's Macbeth." Schlegel's reflections on the play were excerpted from his 
famous Course of Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature (1808-1811), and were 
included as an appendix to Carlo Rusconi's Macbeth translation, which was the main 
source text for Verdi's opera. Schlegel summarizes his views on Macbeth in his 
commentary: "Nothing can equal this picture in its power to excite terror."145 Degrada 
emphasizes that Schlegel's notes the play's structure and meaning are visibly evident in 
Verdi's rendition, and substantiated by the composer's quoting him in various 
correspondence. Verdi even insisted on including a preface to the libretto incorporating 
Schlegel's theories. Degrada also refers to the fact that Schlegel had criticized the 
Schiller rendition that Maffei used in his own translation. 146 He argues persuasively based 
on credible evidence that the composer maintained a principal role in the concept and 
production of the Macbeth libretto, and that his ideas on the play were largely formed by 
Schlegel's commentary. 
144 Lang, The Experience of Opera, 139. 
145 Schlegel, "A Note on Shakespeare's Macbeth," in Verdi's Macbeth: A Sourcebook, ed. Rosen et al., 
348. 
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In reviewing Schlegel's 1808 "A Note on Shakespeare's Macbeth," it is apparent 
that he considers Schiller (whom he identifies as "A German poet") was seriously misled 
in his interpretation of the original text. Schlegel highlights Schiller's misjudgment in 
having the witches be "infernal divinities" and laments that the poet's "endeavor to 
ennoble it, is to violate the laws of propriety."147 Yet Schlegel's interpretation of 
Shakespeare also drew fiery criticism. One German contemporary, Daniel Falk (1768-
1826), who translated Shakespeare's Coriolanus, wrote to the composer Richard Wagner 
and had this to say about Schlegel: "Must not Wilhelm die of shame for having 
introduced this low grammatical standpoint for Shakespeare in our literature ... ?"148 Falk 
argues that Schlegel and other German translators focus too much on literal translations, 
and are afraid of using poetic language, with dry, mediocre results. While his criticism 
may stem from a competitive spirit, his point that Schlegel's translation is bereft of poetic 
nuance is valid given the latter's excessively formal, stilted writing style. It is evident that 
his role as a Shakespearean lecturer and critic was more prominent than his role as a 
translator. In his analysis of Schlegel's commentary on Macbeth, Degrada fmds many 
instances of his influence on Verdi. For example, he cites many descriptions of the 
witches, and notes that all the quotes "coincide perfectly with Verdi's interpretation."149 
However, there are two noteworthy passages that Degrada omits from his Schlegel 
quotations that shed further light on the critic's interpretation of Shakespeare. 
147 Ibid., 346. 
148 Letter ofJ. Daniel Falk to Richard Wagner dated 16 November 1812. Held in the Folger Shakespeare 
Library, I. 
149 Degrada, "Observations on the Genesis," 158. 
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The first of these insights from Schlegel is that Shakespeare used common ideas 
such as superstition in his depiction of human nature: "No superstition can be preserved 
and diffused through many centuries and among diverse people without having a 
foundation in human nature; and on this the poet builds."150 This is a crucial point 
because it suggests that the playwright was able to fuse myth with sufficient reality to 
make his stories both believable and magical, and hence, enduring. Schlegel writes that 
with regard to the dark side of human nature, Shakespeare is "a thinker who distinctly 
exhibits its origin in so many opinions at once so disagreeable and yet so natural."151 
And, as Degrada also partially quotes, Schlegel further elaborates on the point by 
suggesting that with Macbeth, "Although we may abhor his actions, we cannot refuse to 
compassionate the state of his mind. We lament the ruin of his noble qualities; and 
nevertheless we admire even in his last defense the struggle of a brave will with a 
cowardly conscience."152 Despite the awkward use of the word 'compassionate' it is an 
insightful description of why we sympathize with Macbeth. 
While Degrada substantiates his discussion of Schlegel's influence on Verdi's 
libretto concept with several references, there is another passage that ought to have been 
included and analyzed in his discussion of the witches. Schlegel writes "His picture of the 
witches has a certain magical quality: he has created for them a particular language, 
which, although composed of the usual elements, still seems to be a collection of 
150 Schlegel, "A Note, " 346. 
151 Ibid., 346. 
152 Ibid., 347. 
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formulae of incantation."153 Although Degrada does not elaborate on the importance of 
Schlegel's influence on Verdi's witch scene, he offers perceptive commentary on 
Maffei's contribution in his account of an autograph copy of the Macbeth libretto. In this 
document, the librettist's notes are sketched over Verdi's handwriting. Degrada points 
out that it has never been analyzed, and uses it to confirm his belief that even with 
Maffei's help, Verdi was substantially responsible for the libretto. 154 He argues that 
Verdi's dominant role was especially obvious in Acts I and II: 
For the first two acts, Maffei's task was only to make additions and corrections to 
a text already substantially settled and even, as we shall see, set to music in part. 
While many alterations were made, they were not so radical as to require 
recopying ofthese acts: thus the abundance of alterations recorded in the first half 
ofthe manuscript. 155 
Degrada also states that the relatively few corrections in Acts III and IV in the manuscript 
he studied indicate that it is a late revision which already incorporated Maffei's original 
modifications of those scenes. 156 
Although Degrada is careful to cite references in his article, there is one 
noteworthy omission. For instance, he writes: "At an early stage, Verdi had decided on 
the need for brevity and conciseness in the scenic structure; in his correspondence with 
Piave 'Concise style! Few words!' became a motto." 157 He elaborates on the importance 
of these guiding words in the libretto writing, yet does not identity or give a citation for 
the letter from which they came. The quote is, in fact, from Verdi's letter of 22 Sept. 
153 Ibid., 347. 
154 Degrada, "Observations on the Genesis," 159. 
155 Ibid., 159. 
156 Ibid., 160. 
157 Ibid., 165. 
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1846 to Piave, which is held in the Morgan Library. 158 Even though the words are well 
known enough to be considered a motto, it is always useful for the reader to know their 
source. 
Degrada performs a detailed analysis of the versification by Verdi and Maffei's in 
the Macbeth libretto. His analysis leads him to suggest that, while Maffei's replication of 
Shakespeare's text is more accurate, Verdi's writing "has an evocative power that was 
absent" from his librettist's. 159 After comparing the libretto contributions of Verdi, 
Piave, and Maffei, Degrada concludes that "Nothing of the large-scale conception of 
Verdi's Macbeth is to be attributed to Maffei; for the most part, Verdi merely adopted 
suggestions he had himself solicited and on occasion did not hesitate to reject even those. 
Our libretto shows this beyond any doubt."16° For example, Degrada notes the evidence 
clearly demonstrates that Verdi was primarily responsible for the sleepwalking scene, 
both in the meticulous outline he provided for Maffei's versification and in writing many 
of the lines himself. 
Degrada' s examination of the revised libretto is useful in determining the 
respective roles Verdi and his librettists assumed during the writing process. The 
previously unstudied autograph manuscript that Degrada describes provides key evidence 
in constructing a reliable account of the opera's origins. His assertion that Schlegel's 
commentary on Macbeth became an intrinsic component of Verdi's concept for the 
158 Phillips-Matz, Verdi, 195. 
159 Degrada, "Observations on the Genesis," 168. 
160 Ibid., 169-170. 
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libretto is well-founded considering how closely it resembles Schlegel's appended notes 
in the Rusconi's translation that Verdi used. 
Jonas Barish's "Madness, Hallucination, and Sleepwalking" 
Jonas Barish echoes Degrada's argument that Verdi considered the witch and the 
sleepwalking scenes as vital components of the opera, with the result that Lady 
Macbeth's role was noticeably expanded. He stresses that Verdi tried to reproduce an 
authentic version of Shakespeare's tragedy, unlike earlier attempts in opera. 161 His point 
seems valid considering the weak results of other nineteenth-century composers who 
adapted the plays. Barish's article describes how the sleepwalking scene represents the 
"high point of the opera."162 He also emphasizes that in both the original and in the 1865 
revised versions, the scene accounts for more than a third of Act IV. The end result, 
Barish claims, is that "In its own right the scene is an altogether grander and more 
towering affair than the Shakespearean original."163 Barish also describes how Verdi 
imitated the Elizabethan theater conventions by focusing on its features, such as madness 
and letters read aloud, which were techniques to captivate the audience. He describes the 
effect of Lady Macbeth reading her letter in a speaking voice rather than singing: 
Prose is used presumably because, lacking a regular metrical basis, it can better 
express, or better imitate, the disintegration of the mind. It can convey 
exaggerated and unnatural states of feeling through dislocations of rhythm and 
syntax that would go more against the grain of verse, by straining metrical 
1 . 164 regu ar1ty. 
161 Barish, "Madness," 149. 
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Barish's observation is valid, given that the use of prose and its irregular meter 
enhances the audience's perception of Lady Macbeth's mental degeneration. The fact 
that the singer is speaking rather than singing is not unlike the effect of a silent pause in 
the middle of a piece of music: it grabs the audience's attention, so to speak. Barish also 
identifies the musical techniques that various composers have used to manipulate the 
vocal and orchestral scoring to imitate scenes of mental dysfunction. He argues that 
composers may "register madness, or enact it, by emphasizing recitative; by breaking up 
the vocal line with alternations of feverish agitation and unearthly calm; by sudden 
changes of tempo," and that they can also add "unforeseen changes of key and mode; by 
unaccompanied singing with the orchestra serving merely as intermittent punctuation; 
and by a good deal of fioritura, especially the running up and down of chromatic 
scales."165 
Although Barish's analysis focuses on early nineteenth century examples of this 
musical practice, the technique was also employed effectively by later composers. One 
example is Edward Elgar, whose composition "There is Sweet Music Here" exhibits 
many of the characteristics Barish describes. Elgar created this eight part choral piece in 
1907 based on the "Choric Song" in Tennyson's poem "The Lotos-Eaters." In Elgar's 
music, the women sing a semi-tone higher than the men. The disorienting result 
represents the altered state of Tennyson's Lotos-Eaters, who have eaten lotus flowers and 
fruit which distort their minds. (Tennyson's poem is an allusion to Homer's Odyssey in 
which Ulysses's men visit the lotus-eaters and suffer a similar fate.) 
165 Ibid., 151. 
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Barish argues that Verdi's sleepwalking scene does not use "devices of musical 
discontinuity that correspond to the discontinuities of Shakespeare's prose."166 However, 
later in his article he identifies many of these devices in Verdi's treatment of the 
character, Macbeth. In his detailed account of the episode, Barish demonstrates that 
Verdi chose rhymed stanzaic verse to accentuate Lady Macbeth's interior collapse. 
Francesco Degrada quotes the same lines in the scene and offers insight into a possible 
cause for Verdi's decision to adjust the libretto: 
If we examine the genesis of this scene, we come to realize that these textual 
modifications are motivated - at least in their substance - by factors not purely 
literary. At an early stage, Verdi must have planned to link the sleepwalking 
scene to the grande duetto 'Fatal mia donna' ... Later, probably during the actual 
composition, Verdi became aware of the unsuitability or impossibility of linking 
the two sections by means of textual and musical parallels. At this point he 
decided to make changes in the text of the sleepwalking scene, even writing the 
lines himself. 167 
Like Degrada, Barish fmds that "alongside Shakespeare's prose, this makes for a 
decidedly intricate arrangement."168 Barish's description ofVerdi's treatment of Macbeth 
reflects many of the musical techniques (identified earlier) that composers use to 
underscore a disorientated frame of mind. 169 Barish writes "Macbeth's blank verse is 
tuned into versi sciolti by the librettist, and then set as an irregular, jagged recitative, 
parlando throughout, with frequent breakings off, abrupt changes of tempo, and sudden 
shifts of key."17° Furthermore, the versi sciolti Barish discusses gives the baritone in 
Macbeth's role the additional advantage of delivering his lines in a flexible manner to 
166 Ibid., 151. 
167 Degrada, "Observations on the Genesis," 170. 
168 Barish, "Madness," 152. 
169 Ibid., 150. 
170 Ibid., 153. 
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correspond to his interpretation of the character. He argues that Verdi used the technique 
to stress the fact that Macbeth is not only hallucinating, but is also on the verge of 
madness should his altered state persist. 171 Barish notes that Verdi altered Shakespeare's 
text in the sleepwalking scene, but adds that, "in an opera it is the music that counts."172 
This latter assertion is simplistic: although the music is the primary focus, thoughtlessly 
chosen words can detract from the effectiveness of the opera, and render otherwise lovely 
songs shallow and deficient. Even though the words have smaller role, they are no less 
vital. 
Barish makes a more astute observation by suggesting that in the sleepwalking 
scene, "Verdi deliberately passes up the opportunities for motivic recall offered by the 
text, which would have been an obvious and natural way to preserve Shakespeare's 
recapitulatory effect."173 He concludes that Verdi "is not so much interested in making 
Lady Macbeth psychologically convincing as in making her vivid and terrifying."174 His 
emphasis on 'terrifying' is also reminiscent of Schlegel's choice of the word 'terror' as a 
defining feature of the opera. However, if Barish had been more critical of Verdi's 
oversight in not having the play's text "count" more, he would have understood that, had 
the composer retained the original language, Lady Macbeth would have been both 
psychologically convincing and vivid and terrifying. 
171 Ibid., 153. 
172 Ibid., 154. 
173 Ibid., 154. 
174 Ibid., 155. 
95 
Andrew Porter and William Weaver on Source Texts 
Two additional articles discuss the Shakespearean source text for Verdi's 
Macbeth, Andrew Porter's "Verdi and the Italian Translations of Shakespeare's 
Macbeth" and William Weaver's "The Shakespeare Verdi Knew." Both open with 
Verdi's description of Shakespeare in his 28 April 1865 letter to Escudier (fully quoted 
on page 18): "He is a favorite poet of mine, whom I have had in my hands from my 
earliest youth ... "175 Echoing Degrada's fmdings, Weaver and Porter concur that the 
principal text upon which Verdi based his Macbeth was the Shakespeare translation of 
Carlo Rusconi. Weaver states, "We can feel sure that Verdi knew and used the Rusconi 
translation" and speculates that the composer favored it, although he eventually read the 
translations of Leoni and Carcano. 176 Citing Weaver's article, Porter also suggests that 
Verdi had the Carcano translation, but adds that the chronological evidence suggests that 
it was Verdi and Piave's libretto that had influenced Carcano. 177 The fact that the two 
authors agree Rusconi's was the primary translation used by Verdi is not merely a case of 
mutual affirmation: Julian Budden also concurs that this was indeed the case. In his book 
Verdi, Budden writes "On 5 September 1846 Verdi had sent him a synopsis, using as his 
source Rusconi's translation of 1838."178 (Although Barish takes Budden to task for 
175 William Weaver, "The Shakespeare Verdi Knew" and Andrew Porter, "Verdi and the Italian 
Translations of Shakespeare's Macbeth." Both in Verdi's Macbeth: A Sourcebook, ed. David Rosen et al. 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1984), 144 and 351 respectively. 
176 Weaver, "The Shakespeare," 147. 
177 Porter, "Verdi," 352. 
178 Budden, Verdi, 40. 
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suggesting that Maffei set Lady Macbeth's sleepwalking lines in prose instead of noting 
that they were the rhymed stanzaic verse.)179 
Porter states that Verdi used the Rusconi translation not only for Macbeth, but for 
Otel/o, Falstaff, and unfinished King Lear as well. He identifies the other Italian 
translations available during Verdi's time, and cites a significant letter from Verdi to 
Piave which provides conclusive evidence for the Rusconi version: "Moreover, in the 
letter of mid-January 1865 Verdi urges Piave to use 'his very works' and then cites words 
('Ora di morte,' etc.) that appear only in Rusconi, not in Shakespeare nor in any other 
Italian translation."180 Porter also considers the assertion that Verdi used Maffei's 1863 
translation of Schiller's Macbeth to be ungrounded given that Verdi knew Schlegel had 
condemned it as "perverse."181 In this assertion, Porter is seconded by Degrada who also 
concludes that the use of Maffei's translation is doubtable. 182 
Another topic on which both Porter and Weaver agree is that Verdi would have 
read the Shakespeare translations of Michele Leoni. Weaver adds that the composer may 
well have known him personally. He also includes detailed information about Leoni's 
version of Macbeth, in which the translator freely altered Shakespeare. For instance, 
Leoni added first names for Lady Macbeth and Lady Macduff.183 Obviously, Verdi did 
not imitate Leoni's liberties with names. Like Porter, Weaver also mentions that Verdi 
probably read the translation of Macbeth by his friend, Giulio Carcano. Weaver bewails 
179 Barish, "Madness," 151. 
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the Rusconi version of the play as "execrable. The prose is heavy, flat, cluttered."184 
Despite his abhorrence of the translation, like the other critics Weaver is convinced Verdi 
used the Rusconi text for his libretto: "Rusconi's translation would not be worth much 
discussion if we did not know that it was his version that Verdi kept at his elbow while 
working on his opera, in the last months of 1846."185 
It is fascinating how critics react differently to textual liberties. As previously 
noted, Daniel Albright argues that altering the text, or as he calls it, "spilling out of the 
mold" is where the "truly Shakespearean character ofVerdi's Macbeth lies," yet the same 
deviations are galling for Weaver. Weaver is appalled by Rusconi's revisionist approach: 
"Worse still, he adds words- or even sentences- when the fancy moves him."186 What 
is clear from Weaver, Porter, Barish, and Degrada is that many factors, including 
translation sources, textual replication, and the collaboration between a composer and 
librettist, contribute to the success or failure of the attempt to adapt literature into opera. 
They also agree that Rusconi was the principal source text Verdi used for Macbeth, and 
that the evidence suggests that the composer was thoroughly involved in the writing 
process. Verdi's meticulous instructions show that he was deeply concerned about the 
tone and textual quality of the libretti. The critics also agree that Verdi and his librettists 
were significantly influenced by the commentary of Schlegel. They build upon the 
184 Ibid., 145. 
185 Ibid., 146. 
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findings of other Verdi scholars, such as Daniel Albright, who also concurs that Verdi 
was influenced by Schlegel. 187 
Summary 
The writing and staging of Macbeth presented a number of challenges to 
playwright, composer, and librettist alike. A historical line can be drawn along the trail 
of source texts, from Boece's Scotorum Historiae to Holinshed's Chronicles to 
Shakespeare's Macbeth to Schlegel's "A Note on Shakespeare's Macbeth" in Rusconi's 
translations to Giuseppe Verdi and finally to Francesco Maria Piave in the creation of the 
Macbeth libretto. The stories in the source texts then produce critical commentary, which 
in turn is nourished by new evidence and analysis that keeps the discussion alive through 
the centuries, from Dr. Johnson to Auden to humble twenty-first century dissertations. 
The source texts involved political considerations for both Shakespeare and 
Verdi. Shakespeare adapted his version out of deference to King James I, while Verdi 
and Piave modified the story and language to suit censors' demands in the various cities 
where the opera was performed. Besides changing the larger historical account of Banquo 
for James I and regicide for the Milanese, Shakespeare and Verdi also altered character 
details, such as with the witches, to please the king and placate the papal authorities. 
Furthermore, the witch and sleepwalking scenes posed performance and textual 
challenges to Shakespeare and Verdi as well. The playwright responded with some of his 
finest artistry in the memorable lines and dramatic scenery and stage effects. While Verdi 
and Piave did not manage to replicate the succinct beauty of Shakespeare's poetry and 
187 Albright, "The witches," 226. 
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masterful allusion, they nevertheless retained key elements of the text, character portrayal 
and stagecraft. Verdi was also resourceful in using musical interpretation to enhance the 
dramatic tone, with orchestral claps of thunder, choruses of witches, and the like. 
Most critics contend that Verdi's efforts with Shakespeare's Macbeth were 
convincing, especially considering the lack of operatic precedent, and even theatrical 
precedent, in adaptations of the play. Paul Henry Lang offers a typical view: 
Though Macbeth is not one of Verdi's popular operas, it does not fail to impress 
by the tremendous force of the dialogue, by the vehemence of the dramatic 
musical idiom. This must be ascribed to sheer genius, because nothing of the sort 
was then known in Italian opera. 188 
It is, of course, one of the ironies of history that a writer or composer's most cherished 
works are often underappreciated during his or her own lifetime. This was unfortunately 
the case with Verdi's Macbeth, which to his profound regret never enjoyed much success 
beyond its premiere. That the opera is still not as popular as some of his other works 
does not diminish the fact that Verdi's first attempt with a Shakespearean libretto was a 
worthy one. As I write, the Metropolitan Opera is preparing a new production of 
Macbeth, so the tide may yet turn. 
What is true at last will tell: 
Few at first will place thee well; 
Some too low would have thee shine, 
Some too high - no fault of thine -
Hold thine own, and work thy will! 
- Alfred, Lord Tennyson "Poets and Critics" (1892) 
188 Lang, The Experience, 139. 
100 
PART III 
'Sing willow, willow, willow' 
Otello had its premiere at Milan's Teatro alia Scala on 5 February 1887, and it 
was an immediate success. The opera was an unexpected composition for Verdi who, at 
the age of seventy-four, had decided to stop working. In an attempt to persuade him to 
continue writing, his publisher, Giulio Ricordi, tried to effectuate a reconciliation 
between Verdi and the celebrated poet, Arrigo Boito. At first, the composer refused to 
meet with him because of an incident at a banquet in 1863: During the festivities, Boito 
read his irreverent poem "All 'Arte Italiana," in which he spoke of an "altar slimed like a 
brothel wall," which Verdi understood as a reference to his opera composition.189 With 
Ricordi's help, Boito was able to mollify the composer, and he agreed to begin work on 
Otello. The partnership was productive, and Boito also contributed verse for his fmal 
opera, Falstaff, in 1893.190 While Verdi always commanded a central role in the 
production of his Shakespearean libretti, he allowed for more input from Boito than he 
had with Francesco Maria Piave, his librettist for Macbeth. 
In his article, "Verdi & Boito: The Great Collaboration," Garry Wills argues that 
Boito was a better librettist and help to Verdi than Piave had been. He describes him as, 
"Arrigo Boito, a highly cultured poet and musician, a man as serious about getting to the 
true meaning of Shakespeare as was Verdi himself."191 Wills also points out that prior to 
189 Garry Wills, "Verdi & Boito: The Great Collaboration," The New York Review of Books, March 24, 
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working with Verdi, Boito had written other derivative libretti, such as his adaptation of 
Hamlet for Franco Faccio's Amleto (1865). He also adapted Antony and Cleopatra for his 
paramour, Eleonora Duse, who was an actress. 192 Yet it was under the tutelage of Verdi 
during Otello that Boito met with the most success. The play was well-suited for opera 
because of the intricate and action-filled plot and highly developed characters. Patrick 
Smith points out that Otello exemplified the Italian ideal for libretto writing, stressing the 
humanity of the characters, dramatic impact, and plot brevity. 193 Verdi's skill in all three 
areas matured noticeably in the forty years that elapsed between Macbeth and Otello. The 
later libretto shows that his understanding of Shakespeare had developed considerably as 
well. 
Othello involved some of the same cruxes for Shakespeare, Verdi, and Boito that 
Macbeth did, as well as producing new challenges. The source text was a significant crux 
for all three. Shakespeare most likely based his play on Giraldi Cinthio's Hecatommithi 
( 1565), and Verdi's libretto borrowed heavily from the 1859 translation by Fran9ois-
Victor Hugo (son of Victor Hugo), with some reference to Carlo Rusconi's 1838 version 
of Othello. Whereas critics generally agree about the texts used by Verdi and Boito, they 
disagree about how the concept for the libretto originated. An analysis will be made of 
their respective viewpoints. Another crucial challenge for both the composer and 
Shakespeare was how to effectively use color words, especially 'black', which was used 
alternatively to describe Othello, Brabantio, and Desdemona. The word produced 
metaphoric imagery and reinforced the central ideas of darkness in the story. Since a 
192 Ibid., 39. 
193 Smith, The Tenth Muse, 332. 
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number of critics have focused on the importance of these key words, a comparison will 
be made of their conclusions. 
Another facet of the textual crux is the modification of Verdi's suggestive terms 
to accommodate the demands of the Italian censors, as had been the case with Macbeth. 
Many of the more explicit references in the original play were omitted or modified in the 
libretto. Finally, Shakespeare's inclusion of music was a significant feature of Othello, 
especially the Willow Song and Iago's two sung pieces, "And let me the canakin clink, 
clink" and "King Stephen was and-a worthy peer." Since they would be obvious 
inclusions in the opera, it is important to see how Verdi responded to them. G. Wilson 
Knight's term "Othello Music" and George Bernard Shaw's analysis of it will also be 
incorporated into the discussion. Shaw argued, "the truth is that instead of Otello being an 
Italian opera written in the style of Shakespear, Othello is a play written by Shakespear in 
the style of Italian Opera."194 (Shaw dropped the fmal 'e' in his name.) The conclusion 
will examine whether or not this is a fair assessment in light of the evidence presented for 
both the play and the opera. 
Shakespeare's Source Text Departure and its Dramatic Implications 
Shakespeare's Othello was written in approximately 1603, with the first 
performance in 1604. The action of the five-act play takes place over several days in the 
context of the late sixteenth century Turkish-Venetian wars in the region of Cyprus. The 
first setting is in Venice, and then the action moves to Cyprus. Shakespeare most likely 
194 George Bernard Shaw, "A Word More about Verdi." The Anglo-Saxon Review March 1901 (I June 
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based his play on the 1565 story by Giraldi Cinthio from his Hecatommithi, in which an 
ensign wrongfully persuades his general of Moorish extraction that his wife is being 
unfaithful after she rejects the ensign's romantic overtures. 195 Shakespeare's version 
differs from Cinthio's story, especially in the expanded character of Iago who was to 
become one of the playwright's most memorable villains. With Iago, Shakespeare departs 
from his usual practice of presenting redeemable features, or in the very least, 
understandable circumstances in which characters who commit misdeeds are more 
sympathetically portrayed. With his sadistic pleasure in causing harm and discord, Iago 
falls into the category of the genuinely evil man. Usually, the characters in the plays 
follow the proportionate allocation that Aristotle accords to the general population; 
specifically, most people exhibit some virtue and some vice, and relatively few are either 
extremely good or extremely evil. I ago falls into the latter category, or what the 
philosopher calls "kakos." Aristotle makes an important distinction in Book V of The 
Nicomachean Ethics between those who commit malicious acts because they are weak or 
misguided (such as Othello), and those who commit wrongdoing because they are 
inherently evil (Iago). In contrast to the gradual moral disintegration of his leader, !ago's 
fallen character is evident from the beginning of the play. 
In the opening scene in Venice, Iago is in a heated discussion with Roderigo, a 
Venetian gentleman. Iago has been hired by him to spy on Othello, a suitor of the senator 
Brabantio' s daughter Desdemona. While trying to allay Roderigo' s fears of being 
cheated, Iago reveals his scorn for Othello because the latter has chosen another military 
195 Evans et al., eds. The Riverside Shakespeare, 1246-47. 
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officer, Cassio, to be his lieutenant instead of Iago, who remains an ensign. He also 
invites Roderigo to accompany him to tell Brabantio that Othello is seducing his 
daughter. The father is infuriated by the news, and Iago later lies to Othello that it was 
Roderigo, and not he, who set Brabantio against him. The villainy does not stop there. 
Having learned that Desdemona has honorably married Othello, Iago suggests to the 
crestfallen Roderigo that he concentrate on building his riches to entice Desdemona away 
from her husband. When he is alone, Iago discloses his plan to extract money from 
Roderigo and retaliate against his nemesis Othello by convincing him that his wife is 
committing adultery with Cassio. He then convinces Roderigo to murder Cassio to 
facilitate his conquest of Desdemona. 
Swollen with pride over his ability to manipulate people and events, Iago dupes 
Cassio into drunkenness, and orchestrates a fight between Roderigo and him. Cassio' s 
shame and ruin are sealed when Othello strips him of his lieutenant rank. Iago then 
persuades him to solicit Desdemona's help with her husband. Fanning the fire, Iago also 
convinces his wife Emilia to stage the meeting between Cassio and Desdemona, during 
which Iago tries to prove their adulterous intentions to Othello. When the latter 
complains to his wife that he has a headache, she drops her strawberry patterned 
handkerchief (Othello's first gift to her), which Emilia secretly takes to give to her 
husband. Iago then places the handkerchief with the unwitting Cassio. 
When Othello begins to doubt the veracity oflago's story, he responds that he has 
seen Cassio wipe his brow with the cloth. Overcome with rage, Othello orders Iago to 
kill Cassio. Othello confronts his wife regarding the whereabouts of his gift, and 
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Desdemona protests that it is merely lost. As the play progresses, Iago stirs up further 
suspicion in Othello by telling him that Cassio was boasting about his affair with 
Desdemona. As supposed proof, he starts a conversation with Cassio near Othello, 
though out of Othello's direct hearing, and asks Cassio about his mistress Bianca. 
Thinking that Cassio' s gestures and enthusiastic reaction are about Desdemona, Othello 
is further enraged when Bianca arrives and thrusts the handkerchief back at Cassio who 
had given it to her. Othello then plots to strangle his wife in her bedchamber. Even when 
Iago has been captured by Cassio, Lodovico, and Montano, and wounded by Othello as 
he confronts him, he remains unrepentant: Iago gloats that it was he who placed 
Desdemona's handkerchief in Cassio's room, whereupon Othello commits suicide. 
Although Iago is the primary negative force in the play, it is Othello's demise that 
remains at the heart of the story. As G. Wilson Knight states: "Othello is dominated by its 
protagonist. Its supremely beautiful effects of style are all expressions of Othello's 
personal passion."196 Iago is the contemptuous "kakos," who maliciously uses his 
leader's passions against him. Coleridge says that in Iago, Shakespeare shows how "a 
wicked man employs his real feelings as well as assumes those most alien from his own, 
as instruments of his purposes."197 As he suggests, Iago's essentially duplicitous nature 
does not limit his corrupt behavior to himself, but it also takes a perverse pleasure in 
assuming whatever means necessary to cause the downfall of others. Despite his errors, 
Othello did not set out to cause harm; he was an honorable and loyal warrior whose pride 
blinded him from the reality of I ago's machinations. 
196 Knight, The Wheel of Fire, 97-98. 
197 Coleridge, Collected Works Vol. II, 313. 
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In his book The Properties of Othello, James Calderwood compares !ago's 
maneuverings with those of Shakespeare: 
Iago and Shakespeare both take an interest in plotting that exceeds the needs of 
their own master plot - Iago because he enjoys plotting for plotting's sake, 
Shakespeare because his dramatic craft does not live by plot alone but 
presupposes doublings, recursions, correspondences, symmetries - a making of 
patterns as well as a shaping of clean efficient actions. Still, let us focus on 
efficient actions, on plots that are, as Aristotle said they should be, causative and 
well motivated. 198 
As Calderwood points out, both Shakespeare and Iago share the capacity for 
complex plotting. Knight also stresses the similar aptitudes for intrigue: "It is true that 
Iago is here a mysterious, inhuman creature of unlimited cynicism: but the very presence 
of the concrete creations around, in differentiating him sharply from the rest, limits and 
defines him. Othello is a story of intrigue rather than a visionary statement. " 199 While it is 
clear that the concrete limitations on lago help differentiate him, and that the plot is one 
of multilayered intrigue, there is a nevertheless a degree of statement which, while 
perhaps not visionary, is still admonishing. As Calderwood argues, Shakespeare follows 
Aristotle's suggestion that the story provoke moral reflection on the part ofthe audience. 
In addition to demonstrating the consequences of !ago's and Othello's behavior, the 
playwright uses Desdemona's pure intentions and magnanimity in the face of wrongful 
accusation to highlight the contrast between vice and virtue. Coleridge argues that 
Roderigo serves a purpose in this contrast, in that he "is already fitted and predisposed by 
his own passions - without any fixed principle or strength of character. (The want of 
198 James Calderwood, The Properties of Othello (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1989), 
121. 
199 Knight, The Wheel of Fire, 97. 
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character and the power of the passions, like the wind loudest in empty houses, forms his 
character.)"200 Roderigo is the personification of a house built on the shaky foundation of 
moral incertitude, which easily succumbs to stronger forces, versus Desdemona's 
strength in the face of adversity because her interior house is built on firmer moral 
principles. 
Knight argues that Shakespeare is very specific about the lessons he wishes to 
address in the play: 
In Othello we are faced with the vividly particular rather than the vague and 
universal. The play as a whole has a distinct formal beauty: within it we are ever 
confronted with beautiful and solid forms. The persons tend to appear as warmly 
human, concrete. They are neither vaguely universalized, as in King Lear or 
Macbeth. 201 
Knight's "vividly particular" and "concrete' descriptions of the play are appropriate 
given the lack of gradation in the characters, especially Iago and Desdemona, who are 
archetypes of the two rare extremes that Aristotle describes. F. R. Leavis observes a 
similar pattern: "Othello, it will be very generally granted, is of all Shakespeare's great 
tragedies the simplest: the theme is limited and sharply defined."202 Even though Othello 
displays different modalities of behavior, his descent from good to bad, or specifically, 
from success to ruin, is more direct than characters such as Macbeth, who was a mixture 
of good and evil from the beginning. 
Shakespeare's themes in Othello are obvious, or as Leavis calls them, simple: 
envy, love, and vengeance. There is an additional sub-theme that is equally 
200 Coleridge, Collected Works Vol. II, 313. 
201 Knight, The Wheel of Fire, 97. 
202 Leavis, The Common Pursuit, 136. 
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straightforward, namely, that military heroism is less compatible in ordinary life than on 
the battlefield. The facility with which Iago convinces Othello of Desdemona's infidelity 
is a far cry from his erstwhile role of soldierly directness, such as the observation of facts 
that are clearly visible in a combat zone. His senses are the chief mechanism through 
which he had formerly framed his view of reality, and he is unprepared for the invisible 
world of intrigue and manipulation into which Iago lures him. Shakespeare also shows 
that people are more easily convinced of falsehood in isolation from straightforward 
contact with facts and the persons involved in an event. 
Knight is not so forgiving about what he sees as an excessive "clarity" in Othello: 
In respect of this atmospheric suggestion we find a sense of mystery in King Lear 
which cannot be found in Othello; and, in so far as the Shakespearean play lacks 
mystery, it seems, as a rule, to lack profundity."203 
His point that Othello lacks the "sense of mystery" of King Lear is fair. Perhaps that 
explains one reason why Shakespeare included several pieces of music in the play - to 
add more "atmosphere." However, Knight's assertion that, since the play lacks mystery it 
lacks profundity, is less convincing. He confuses simplicity with being simplistic, and 
anyone who has listened to a Bach three-part invention or sinfonia, or responded to an 
admonition to love, understands that concepts that seem simple are often surprisingly 
profound. However, if the absence of mystery in Othello is compared against the 
haunting spirituality of Macbeth, then one might suggest that the play's mood is 
insufficient. In any case, Dr. Johnson summarizes the reluctance to speak about 
deficiency in Shakespeare: 
203 Ibid., 6. 
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Yet it must be at last confessed, that as we owe every thing to him, he owes 
something to us; that, if much of his praise is paid by perception and judgement, 
much is likewise given by custom and veneration. We fix our eyes upon his 
graces, and turn them from his deformities, and endure in him what we should in 
another loath or despise. 204 
Exploring Darkness in the Use of Color Words 
Both Knight and Leavis focus on the simple, direct themes in Othello. In a similar 
way, Shakespeare favored individual, metaphoric words to underscore his central ideas, 
and to indicate the connection between characters and events. As a result, the poetic 
beauty of Shakespeare's language is less evident in this play than in others, such as 
Hamlet. His textual challenge in Othello was to accentuate both the abject depravity of 
Iago, and create an atmosphere of darkness and foreboding. He also used succinct 
language to reveal the pride and weakness of other characters, especially Othello. T. S. 
Eliot comments on his treatment of the latter: 
I have always felt that I have never read a more terrible exposure of human 
weakness - of universal human weakness - than the last great speech of 
Othello. I am ignorant whether any one else has ever adopted this view, and it 
may appear subjective and fantastic in the extreme. It is usually taken on its 
face value, as expressing the greatness in defeat of a noble but erring nature: 
Soft you; a word or two before you go. 
I have done the state some service, and they know 't. 
No more of that. I pray you, in your letters, 
When you shall these unlucky deeds relate, 
Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate, 
Nor set down aught in malice: then must you speak 
Qf one that loved not wisely but too well; 
Of one not easily jealous, but, being wrought, 
Perplex'd in the extreme; ~~one whose hand, 
Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away 
204 Sherbo, Johnson on Shakespeare, 91. 
Richer than all his tribe; Q{ one whose subdued eyes, 
Albeit unused to the melting mood, 
Drop tears as.fast as the Arabian trees 
Their medicinal gum. Set you down this; 
And say, besides, that in Aleppo once, 
Where a malignant and a turban'd Turk 
Beat a Venetian and traduced the state, 
I took by the throat the circumcised dog, 
And smote him, thus. 
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What Othello seems to me to be doing in making this speech is cheering himself 
up. He is endeavoring to escape reality, he has ceased to think about Desdemona, 
and is thinking about himself. Humility is the most difficult of all virtues to 
achieve; nothing dies harder than the desire to think well of oneself. 205 
Eliot felt it necessary to include the whole speech to prove his point, which is 
well-taken given the evidence of Othello's long-winded and self-pitying words. He also 
makes the excellent observation that Othello had stopped thinking about his wife, and 
focuses instead on himself. It is a deeper understanding of the text than mere sorrow at 
the next move, which is the character's suicide. Eliot's emphasis on the pride of the 
speech and Othello's descent into unreality was not an isolated viewpoint, as he feared in 
the beginning of his comment: Leavis drew a similar conclusion regarding the soliloquy: 
"Then, with a rising emotional swell, description becomes unmistakably self-
dramatization- self-dramatization as un-self-comprehending as before."206 While not as 
obvious as the darkness in Iago, Shakespeare shows how pride overtook Othello and 
caused his destruction, even though he was capable of love in a way that his ensign was 
not. 
205 Eliot, Selected Essays, 110-111. 
206 Leavis, The Common Pursuit, 151-152. 
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In his article "0 thou blacke weede," Giorgio Melchiori argues that the word 
"black' is of pivotal importance, both in terms of language and theme: "'Black,' of 
course, is a crucial word in Othello; it acquires from the very first scene a moral 
connotation in a negative sense. This is apparent when Iago calls to Brabantio (I.i.88-
89): 'an old black ram/Is tupping your white ewe. "'207 Melchiori also points to another 
line in the original Quarto version (Q1) of the play in which the word "black" is used 
with particular meaning: Othello describes Desdemona as, '0 thou black weed, why 
(who) art so lovely fair?' He stipulates that, "the whole tragedy of Othello turns exactly 
on this paradox, which is the hidden rhetorical principle governing it."208 His emphasis 
on the subtle rhetorical twist of someone being lovely on the outside and dark on the 
inside is true of Iago. Moreover, it is also true in the reverse for Othello, at least in the 
beginning of the play. Shakespeare's phrase is also a biblical allusion: "Woe unto you, 
scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited sepulchers, which indeed 
appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men's bones, and of all 
uncleanness." (Matt. 23:27) 
Melchiori cites another example of how Shakespeare uses 'black' as a pun in 
Iago' s spiteful insinuation about the relationship between Othello and Desdemona in Act 
II, Scene I: 
If she be black, and thereto have a wit, 
She'll find a white 
that shall her blackness fit. (132-133) 
207 Melchiori, "0 thou," 356. 
208 Ibid., 356. 
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'Black' is used with 'white' in both the literal and figurative sense. Shakespeare's earthy 
use of puns is also evident in the insults in the play. A prime example would be Emilia's 
words at the end of Act III, Scene II: 
'Tis not a year or two shows us a man: 
They are all but stomachs, and we all but food; 
They eat us hungerly, and when they are full, 
They belch us. (III.iv.l00-103) 
The metaphor of women being consumed by selfish men is meant in both the fleshly and 
spiritual sense. It also demonizes the men (understandably, given the fate Desdemona and 
Emilia). A common feature in the Judeo-Christian tradition is of demons who feast on 
human souls, such as in Dante's Inferno, C.S. Lewis's Screwtape Letters, and the biblical 
image of the damned whose "worm dieth not" (Mark 9:48). Shakespeare's image of 
women being digested in the dark fluids of the stomach is an effective reflection of 
Emilia's pessimistic view. 
Other authors have used color words as metaphors to intensify the imaginative 
experience of their readers. Archie Burnett discusses how Andrew Marvell skillfully used 
golden, orange, and green in "Bermudas." He states that, depending on how they are 
used, these ordinary adjectives assume more substantive meaning when modifying their 
subjects in unexpected ways: 
Similarly, 'green' may not be a particularly striking adjective in some 
contexts, but here it is boldly luminous when applied to 'night', especially beside 
'orange'. The indefinite article before 'green night' increases the exoticness of 
the experience: 'the green night' would have been assumed to have been 
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realistic, recognizable; but 'a ~reen night' is more specific and unusual, half-
metaphorical, cause for wonder. 09 
Burnett's description shows that Marvell used 'green' not only in a symbolic way, but 
also to create a mysterious atmosphere not normally associated with a rather prosaic 
color. Commenting on The Garden, Jonathan Bate also notes the significance of 
Marvell's use of colors, such as pink and green: 
The garden and the poem belong together because each constitutes a 
beautifully crafted liminal place, a threshold between nature and culture, a fusion 
of history's one-directional time with the cyclical rhythms of the calendar. A 
place where it is possible, for a moment, to annihilate all that's made to a green 
thought in a green shade.210 
Bates suggests that 'green' can transport the reader beyond the boundaries of time and 
place- which can also be interpreted as the green pastures of paradise. In the poem, 
Marvell's juxtaposition of white and red against green may be construed in precisely this 
way: 
No white nor red was ever seen 
So am'rous as this lovely green. 
White and red are the customary colors of the love poets, such as Petrarch. They are the 
colors of valentines, and specifically, the symbols of human affection. They are also the 
colors of lips and cheeks, which are the physical areas most likely to be kissed. Marvell 
suggests that passionate though the romantic union of two creatures may be, it can never 
rival the bliss that is found only in the heavenly gardens: it evokes the distinction 
between the eros of human love and the agape of divine love. 
209 Archie Burnett, Milton's Style: The Shorter Poems, Paradise Regained, and 'Samson Agonistes' 
(London and New York: Longman Group Ltd., 1981), 173. 
210 Jonathan Bate, Introduction to Andrew Marvell: The Complete Poems, ed. Elizabeth Story Donno 
(London: Penguin Books, 2005), xix-xx. 
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Shakespeare's use of 'black' in Othello has generated much discussion that goes 
beyond its simple metaphoric meaning. Michael Neill focuses at length on the racial 
implications of 'black' in his introduction to Othello. He discusses the paradoxical 
dilemma that modem performers face: 
For, even as aesthetic and political pressures converged to make the casting of 
white actors in the lead role appear increasingly undesirable, black actors 
themselves were repeatedly disabled by fear of the racial stereotyping that might 
ensue from a full commitment to the emotional excess and extravagant 
theatricality of the part. 
This is an unfortunate quandary for the actor: it must also be said that it is rendered even 
more awkward by critics in the press and academia who focus on the issue more than the 
acting because it makes for a good story. It strikes me as an artificial construct that any 
black actor should restrain his artistic rendering or suppress his emotional interpretation 
in order not to appear stereotypical (which is in itself a racist view that a black person 
would react any differently than a white person to Othello's predicament). By prolonging 
the discussion of race, Neill and similar commentators obscure the more substantive 
criticism of the play and, above all, do a disservice to actors of African descent by 
focusing on their race rather than their performance. Furthermore, excessive racial 
digressions rarely stand the test of time. After reading through the rather pedantic textual 
history in M. R. Ridley's 1958 introduction to the second Arden edition, the modem 
reader is stunned when the issue of race is raised. His characterizations and assumptions 
are abhorrent, and detract from his critical analysis.211 Coleridge also discusses race in a 
manner that is offensive to contemporary readership. Besides his descriptions, he finds it 
211 M. R. Ridley, Introduction in The Arden Shakespeare: Othello (Suffolk: Chaucer Press, 1958), 1-lii. 
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confusing that Othello would be a "Blackamoor" since he could not possibly be black 
(i.e., a "slave"), claim royal birth, and be a warrior Moor. He concludes that Shakespeare 
made him black for acting purposes.212 However, this argument is less convincing 
because the significance of 'black' throughout the play suggests a more deliberate 
allusive meaning than a mere tool for actors. 
E. A. J. Honigmann's sensible explanation in the third Arden edition is more 
persuasive: 
We may take it as certain that an Elizabethan dramatist who chose to write 
about a Moor's marriage with a white wife did not do so merely to peddle 
platitudes. Moors and other non-Europeans might be seen in London, but a 
black man's marriage to a white woman would have been far less of an 
everyday occurrence than today - would have been undreamed of, except in 
works of fiction. It follows that the marriage of Othello and Desdemona 
overturns all preconceived notions of normal behavior.213 
This is a lucid account that provides necessary background information and has a cogent 
summary in the last sentence. Honigmann also suggests that the reason Shakespeare 
chose to upset the audience's preconceived notions was to show how easy it is to 
misjudge people and situations.214 Compared to the other critical interpretations, it is a far 
more credible assessment. 
'Othello Music' 
In addition to his use of color words, Shakespeare contrasted light and darkness 
through his characters' songs. The emphasis on goodness is evident in the "Willow Song" 
212 Coleridge, Collected Works Vol. II, 313. 
213 E. A. J. Honigmann, Introduction in The Arden Shakespeare: Othello (Surrey: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 
1996), 60. 
214 Ibid., 61. 
116 
of Desdemona (IV.iii.40-57), and also in the modified "Willow Song" of Emilia, which 
she sings as she is dying (V.ii.248-251). Iago's drunken song "And let me the canakin 
clink, clink" (II.iii.69-73) and his "King Stephen was and-a worthy peer" (II.iii.89-96), 
with its biting references to Othello, show the darkness of his character. The presence of 
these songs in the play underscored the impact of Shakespeare's individual words. G. 
Wilson Knight comments on their potent effect in Othello: 
And there are again the grand single words, 'Propontic' 'Hellespont', with their 
sharp, clear, consonant sounds, constituting defmed aural solids typical of the 
Othello music: indeed, fine single words, especially proper names, are a 
h . . f h" 1 215 c aractenstlc o t IS p ay. 
In this passage, Knight coined the term 'Othello music', which was similar to the 
characterizations of other critics. For example, George Bernard Shaw spoke of Othello's 
"sublime word-music."216 He made the connection between Shakespeare's use of 
melodious words and Verdi's opera based on the play. In The Common Pursuit, F. R. 
Leavis also contends that the emphasis on the single words gave the play a poem-like 
quality. He argues that Othello "is poetic drama, a dramatic poem, and not a 
psychological novel written in dramatic form and draped in poetry."217 Leavis's 
suggestion explains why the play does not have the complex epic quality of the other 
tragedies. Shaw also asserts that Shakespeare never had the intention of creating this type 
of novel or drama, but rather he made the play in the style of opera: 
The composition of Otello was a much less Shakespearean feat; for the truth is 
that instead of Otello being an Italian opera written in the style of Shakespear, 
Othello is a play written by Shakespear in the style of Italian opera. It is quite 
215 Knight, The Wheel of Fire, 100. 
216 Michael Neill, Introduction to Othello, the Moor of Venice, by William Shakespeare (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2006), 83. 
217 F. R. Leavis, The Common Pursuit (London: Chatto & Windus, 1952), 136. 
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peculiar among his works in this aspect. Its characters are monsters: Desdemona 
is a prima donna, with handkerchief, confidante, and vocal soli all complete; and 
Iago, though certainly more anthropomorphic than the Count di Luna, is only so 
when he slips out of his stage villain's part. Othello's transports are conveyed by 
a magnificent but senseless music which rages from the Propontick to the 
Hellespont in an orgy of thundering sound and bounding rhythm; and the plot is a 
pure farce plot: that is to say, it is supported on an artificially manufactured and 
desperately precarious trick with a handkerchief which a chance word might upset 
at any moment. With such a libretto, Verdi was quite at home: his success with it 
proves, not that he could occupy Shakespear' s plane, but that Shakespear could on 
occasion occupy his, which is a very different matter.218 
Both Shaw and Knight emphasized the musical quality of Othello. They even used the 
same words, 'Propontic' and 'Hellespont,' to describe the play's lyrical attributes. Shaw's 
comment that the play was made in the style of Italian opera is a compelling, if 
unconventional, suggestion. Given his suggestion that the characters are monsters and 
prima donnas and that the farce plot and handkerchief trick are typical of opera, it is a 
well-founded assertion. In particular, the comedic scenarios are reminiscent of Rossini's 
The Barber of Seville, with Rosina's letter deceptions and Figaro's disguises and ruses. 
In that light, Othello's larger than life characters and musical qualities made it a fitting 
complement for operatic adaptation. 
Debate over the Origins of Verdi's Otello Concept 
In his article "A Word More about Verdi," Shaw speaks about the development of 
Verdi's Shakespearean adaptation, and the influence of Arrigo Boito: 
It is not until Otello that we get dignified accomplishment and fine critical taste; 
but here, too, we have unmistakably a new hand in the business, the hand of 
Boito. It is quite certain that Boito could not have written Otello; but certain 
218 George Bernard Shaw, "A Word More about Verdi," (1 June 2011). 
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touches in Iago' s Credo were perhaps either suggested by Boito, or composed in 
his manner in fatherly compliment to him; and the whole work, even in its most 
authentic passages, shews that Verdi was responding to the claims of a more 
fastidious artistic conscience and even a finer sensitiveness to musical sound than 
his own."219 
Shaw argues that "Boito could not have written Otello," which parallels the commonly 
held view that Verdi was the one who was principally responsible for the creation of his 
Shakespearean libretti. His opinion that the opera surpassed the earlier Macbeth endeavor 
because of Boito's superior verse-writing ability over that of Piave is also echoed by 
other critics. However, his assertion that Boito had an even "finer sensitiveness to 
musical sound than his own" is an exaggeration, despite the fact that the librettist had a 
fair amount of composing experience, such as his only fully completed opera Mefistofele 
(1868), and two other minor works, the unfinished Nerone, and Ero e Leandro, which he 
discarded. Nevertheless, no one today confuses the musical talent of Verdi and Boito. 
Yet Shaw's use of the word 'fastidious' to describe the textual composition is 
appropriate. James Hepokoski describes Verdi's writing development in Otello: "Surely 
no other completed opera of Verdi's underwent such painstakingly intense 'textual 
thinking.' Every word, every rhyme, every metrical choice was meticulously plotted. "220 
William Berger echoes the other critics in concluding that the libretto writing achieved 
"new heights with this work. He sought the meanings of the various scenes and 
219 Ibid. 
220 James Hepokoski, "Boito and F.V. Hugo's 'Magnificent Translation': A Study in the Genesis ofthe 
Otello Libretto," in Reading Opera, edited by Arthur Groos and Roger Parker (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1988), 34. 
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situations, and reconstructed them as he saw fit, discarding some, adding others, with a 
savvy eye toward the strengths and weaknesses of the operatic stage."221 
Whereas Verdi's biographers and critics concur that the composer's attempt to 
reproduce Shakespeare had vastly improved since the writing of Macbeth, they do not 
agree about his initial receptiveness toward Otello in the early conceptual stages. Roger 
Parker argues that Verdi composed Otel/o over a long period of time, due in part to his 
depression over a number of friends' deaths. 222 He further emphasizes that during the 
time in which Otel/o was first conceived, Verdi was reluctant to assume the project 
because he felt increasingly isolated from the contemporary musical scene. Parker 
writes, "Verdi was a composer who, after being at the forefront of Italian musical tastes 
for more than two decades, found himself accused of being old-fashioned, out of touch 
with the times; the fact that he probably felt so himself only exacerbated the situation. "223 
Unfortunately, Parker does not provide evidence for his conclusion. It would be 
preferable to see a letter citation or similar proof to substantiate his awkward claim about 
"the fact that he probably felt so." 
In contrast to Parker's explanation, Budden's description of the origin of the 
Otello libretto provides evidence to suggest that Verdi was favorably disposed toward the 
opera from the outset. He relates that Verdi's publisher, Giulio Ricordi, wrote in a letter 
that while he was dining with Verdi, he "quite by chance" broached the idea of an Otello 
libretto using Boito as a collaborator. Ricordi writes that Verdi was interested, so he sent 
221 William Berger, Verdi with a Vengeance. (New York: Vintage Books, 2000), 392. 
222 Roger Parker, The New Grove, 223-224. 
223 Ibid., 215. 
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Boito over to visit the composer the following day with an outline of the story. The 
publisher notes that Verdi was impressed, although he would not make a commitment 
until he could see more text. 224 Budden also substantiates his argument with a letter by 
Verdi's wife, Giuseppina, to Ricordi in which she states that Verdi "must have liked it" 
because he bought Boito' s libretto after he read it. She also tells him that Verdi would 
create the opera provided that he was not subjected to undue pressure. 225 
Charles Osborne records the initial stages of Otello along nearly identical lines as 
those of Budden. While Osborne does not quote from Ricordi's letter, he nonetheless 
refers to it. He also quotes the passage from Giuseppina Verdi's letter to Ricordi in 
which she suggests her husband's eventually favorable response to the opera.226 Phillips-
Matz adds a further clue about the dinner between Verdi and Ricordi in citing an excerpt 
from Verdi's letter to the publisher in which the composer states that Otello was "born" 
during the dinner and subsequent visits ofBoito.227 
Parker's claim that Verdi believed himself to be old-fashioned and out of touch 
with the times is also refuted by the evidence that Budden provides. In a letter that the 
composer wrote to Ricordi, he says, "I'm just an old fogey; well, old, certainly; perhaps 
not such a fogey as all that."228 Verdi said this while describing the new musical territory 
he had forged in his Ote/lo composition, which Budden suggests "inaugurated a new way 
224 Budden, 124. 
225 Ibid., 125. 
226 Osborne, The Complete Operas, 407-409. 
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of musical thinking [which] at so advanced an aged is no mean feat."229 However, one 
minor area in which Budden is not careful is in his spelling of Ricordi's name. In his 
chapter on Otello, he consistently spells the name "Ricordis," while in the Falstaff 
chapter at the end of the book, he repeatedly drops the 's'. 
Verdi's Source Texts 
In his article "Boito and F.-V. Hugo's 'Magnificent Translation': A Study in the 
Genesis of the Otello Libretto," James Hepokoski examines the sources and development 
of the Otello libretto. He analyzes the translations that Arrigo Boito most likely 
consulted for his rendition of the play. In addition to the French translation by Francois-
Victor Hugo, which Boito describes as the "magnificent translation," Hepokoski suggests 
that Boito also referred to the Italian translations of Rusconi, Carcano, and Maffei. 
(Andrew Porter also suggests that Verdi consulted the Rusconi text for Otello.230) 
However, these latter three were of minor importance when compared with Hugo's 
translation, which is the principal one he asserts Boito used.231 In his book on Otello, 
Hepokoski gives further evidence of the Hugo source text: "But clearly, Boito's most 
important primary source was Fran9ois-Victor Hugo's French translation. He owned, 
underlined, and annotated at least three editions of Hugo's Shakespeare."232 Hepokoski 
also cites the inclusion of the Schlegel commentary in both the Maffei and Rusconi 
editions, and argues that "it profoundly influenced both the ottocento acting tradition and 
229 Ibid., 295. 
230 Porter, "Verdi," 351-352. 
231 James Hepokoski, "Boito," 34, 38-39. 
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Boito's understanding of the play.233 The distinction, then, is that Verdi and Boito used 
the Hugo translation for the actual text of the libretto, and the Schlegel notes in the other 
editions for critical commentary and the ottocento (i.e., highly passionate) performance 
interpretation. 
Hepokoski writes that Hugo's translation of Shakespeare was marked by a 
"devotion to textual fidelity and precise French verbal equivalents," and also notes that its 
"value lay in the depth and quality of his scholarship."234 The significance of Hugo's 
efforts to retain both the tone and language of Shakespeare's original text should not be 
underestimated, given the lackadaisical treatment the playwright received at the hands of 
earlier nineteenth-century translators. Hepokoski' s point that the value of Hugo's 
translation is a direct consequence ofhis textual scholarship is reminiscent of Weaver and 
Degrada's regret about the lack of precision in earlier Italian editions of Shakespeare's 
works (see Macbeth section). Furthermore, Hepokoski makes a strong case for the Hugo 
source text by noting Boito's extensive markings in all three editions of the work (1859-
1864, 1865, and 1871). Of these three, Hepokoski states that it was the first that 
"remained Boito's principal and most extensively read copy. Containing personal 
underlinings, markings, and general reactions," he concludes that it was ''the practical 
working source of the Otello libretto."235 
Hepokoski gives examples of the evidence that demonstrate Boito used the Hugo 
version for his libretto. The most unexpected of these is in Boito's 1885 revision of Act 
233 James Hepokoski, "Boito," 39. 
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IV's Willow Song. Hepokoski states that the inspiration for the song was not Hugo's 
text, but rather his commentary at the end of Othello. Besides Boito's substantial use of 
Hugo's language, other noteworthy borrowings he mentions are a few lines from Maffei 
and Carcano (e.g., in the l.iii Love Duet). He also notes that Boito did not hesitate to 
improve upon Hugo's periodically awkward French phrasing.236 
In addition to this commentary, Hepokoski discusses the crucial role Verdi 
maintained throughout the writing of the libretto. The composer was behind most of the 
changes that Boito made to the libretto while he was first writing it, and also during the 
subsequent revisions: 
Arrigo Boito's libretto for Otello is a complex, multilayered document, the 
antithesis of a "spontaneous" work of art. It is the product of a slowly and 
carefully created first draft dating from the Summer and Autumn of 1879, which 
was followed by seven years of sporadic plot and text revisions, most of them 
undertaken at Verdi's request.237 
In a specific example, Hepokoski states that the librettist's original 1879 ending to Act III 
was "an ending that Verdi would fmd too brief and ineffective and that would, after 
numerous revisions requested by the composer, be expanded."238 
His assertion that Verdi maintained a central role in the production of the Otello 
libretto seems correct when compared against other evidence. For instance, Charles 
Osborne's collection of Verdi's correspondence contains a letter he wrote to Boito dated 
23 June 1881. It demonstrates that the composer was involved in the development of the 
236 1bid., 48-49. 
237 Ibid., 34. 
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libretto: "As for the cuts in the part of Otello, I agree, we'll make them together."239 The 
letter also shows his view of drama: "Concern yourself now with the finale, and go ahead 
and make a very extended piece, I would say big. The theater demands it; but even more 
than the theater, the colossal power of the drama requires it."240 It is clear from these 
documents that Verdi worked very closely with Boito on the concept of the libretto, both 
in the minutiae of textual details and in the larger picture of the dramatic requirements. 
Comparison of the Otello Libretto with the Original Play 
In comparing the text of Otello with that of Shakespeare's play, far more scenes 
and details are preserved than are omitted. The original plot is entirely recognizable. 
Verdi carefully reproduced !ago's pernicious nature and expanded role, as well as 
Othello's downfall and Desdemona's innocence. The opera deviates from the story of the 
play in only a few instances. The noteworthy changes are as follows: Verdi and Boito 
condensed their Otello into fours acts, while Shakespeare's had five. The entire opera is 
also set in Cyprus instead of Shakespeare's use ofboth Venice and Cyprus as settings for 
the play. As there is no Venice, there is no combative scene between Othello, 
Desdemona, and her father before the Duke. The effect of the latter omission is twofold. 
The Venice and Cyprus seaport locations of the play lend a decidedly exotic 
flavor to the setting, with their melange of cultural influences in the crossroads between 
East and West. However, the exclusion of the Venice location does not result in any 
noticeable lack of atmosphere in the opera because of Verdi's use of highly dramatic and 
239 Osborne, Letters, 36. 
240 Ibid., 36. 
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expressive music. The other result is that the tragic component of the story is more direct 
in the opera Coleridge makes an observation about the likely outcome of omitting the 
Venice setting: 
Dr. Johnson has remarked that little or nothing is wanting to render the Othello a 
regular Tragedy but to have opened the play with the arrival of Othello in Cyprus, 
and to have thrown the preceding Act into the form of narration. Here then is the 
place to determine, whether such a change would or would not be an 
improvement, nay (to throw down the glove with a full challen.fte) whether or no 
the Tragedy would by such arrangement become more regular.2 1 
Although neither Johnson nor Coleridge anticipated Verdi's operatic adaptation, it is a 
compelling reflection that, not only does the story not suffer unduly by the exclusion of 
Venice, but the absence of it may actually enhance the tragedy. 
Another deviation in the opera is the exclusion of Othello's judgment soliloquy 
"It is the cause ... " (V.ii.l-22) as he prepares to kill Desdemona. However, the libretto 
compensates for the omission in Otello' s words to Desdemona: 
Italian: 
Pensa a 'tuoi peccati. 
Translation: 
Think of your sins. 
and soon after: 
Bada allo spergiuro ... 
Pensa che sei sui tuo letto di morte. 
Beware of perjury ... 
Consider that you are lying on your deathbed. 
241 Coleridge, Collected Works Vol. I/, 316. 
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An additional alteration is that after singing the "Willow Song," Desdemona adds an 
elongated version of an Ave Maria. The text of her Willow song is also much shorter than 
Shakespeare's. Nevertheless, Verdi tried to retain the some of the original elements: 
Shakespeare: 
'Sing willow, willow, willow; 
Ifl court moe women, you'll couch with moe men.'-
So get thee gone, good night. Mine eyes do itch; 
Doth that bode weeping? (IV.iii.56-57) 
Italian: 
'Cantiamo! Cantiamo! 
Salce! Salce! Salce!' 
Emilia, addio. Come m 'ardon le ciglia! 
E presagio di pianto. Buona notte. 
Ah! Emilia, Emilia, addio, Emilia, addio! 
Translation 
'Come sing! Come sing! 
Willow, willow, willow!' 
Emilia, farewell. How my eyes burn! 
It bodes weeping. Good night. 
Ah, Emilia, Emilia, farewell! 
Besides the textual variations, a noteworthy feature in this song is that in repeatedly 
saying 'farewell' to Emilia, Desdemona fully anticipates her death (although she tries to 
dissuade Othello); in the play, she does not consider it a forgone conclusion. Instead, the 
original scene ends with her resolve to correct the misunderstanding: "Good night, good 
night. God me such uses send,/ Not to pick bad from bad, but by bad mend." (IV.iii.l04-
5). 
Also, Verdi does not repeat the exact text from either of !ago's original songs, 
"And let me the canakin clink, clink" or "King Stephen was and-a worthy peer." Instead, 
Iago's aria addresses Roderigo and his possible liaison with Desdemona, as well as his 
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disgust with Othello. A line that is similar to the original sentence at the close of the 
song, "Some wine ho!" (II/.iii.96) is !ago's "Roderigo, beviam! qua Ia tazza, Capitano." 
("Roderigo, let's drink! A cup here, Captain."). And while Emilia reveals the truth about 
the handkerchief at the end, lago does not succeed in killing her. Finally, the opera does 
not include the play's final passage regarding Cassio and Lodovico. Besides these 
relatively minor details, all the major scenes and action of the play are replicated in 
Otello. Of Shakespeare's character list, Verdi and Boito retained Othello (Otello), 
Desdemona, Iago (Jago), Cassio, Roderigo, Lodovico, Montano, Emilia, as well as the 
soldiers, sailors, gentlemen, and citizenry. While they added a Herald, they omitted 
Brabantio, Gratiano, Clown, and Bianca. Although the absence of Brabantio is more 
noticeable, the other missing characters are less so. Aside from these differences, the plot 
of the libretto is essentially the same as the play, and does not suffer too much from 
Verdi's alterations. 
Color Words and Colorful Language 
One of the key words in Shakespeare's Othello is 'black' which Verdi translates 
as nero. In their adaptation of the play, he and Boito made sure to include textual 
references to blackness and darkness. For instance, in Act III of the opera Roderigo sings, 
"For me the world grows dark, etc." (Per me s'oscura il mondo), and the gentlemen 
chorus sings: 
Quell 'uomo nero e sepolcrale e cieca 
un 'ombra e in lui di morte e di terror! 
That black man is deadly, and blinded 
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by the shadow of death and terror! 
And while Emilia does not repeat her dry commentary in Act III, Scene II of Othello "Tis 
not a year or two shows us a man," she nevertheless bitingly retorts to !ago's pressure, "I 
am your wife, not your slave" ("Son Ia tua sposa, non Ia tua schiava "). The delivery of 
these lines is even smoother when sung in the original Italian. Finally, a noteworthy 
instance of lyrical mastery in the opera is when Otello dies with a kiss (bacio) and the 
orchestral music repeats the motif of his first tender duet with Desdemona. 
In his chapter "What Makes Otello Work?" David Littlejohn points out that many 
of the more explicit sexual references in Shakespeare's original play were omitted or 
modified in Boito's libretto. For instance, the word "whore," which appears ten times in 
the play, becomes "vile courtesan" (vi/ cortigiana) in the libretto. Littlejohn explains that 
this is due to Verdi's "Italo-Victorian" tastes and the need to make the opera palatable for 
English young ladies in the audience. 242 While he may have taken these influences into 
account, it is more likely that the Italian censorship rules would not permit it, as was the 
case with Macbeth. Littlejohn also emphasizes the poetic impact ofBoito's rendition: 
Italo-Victorian or no, Arrigo Boito is regarded as a poet of some distinction. 
Scanning his libretto for repeated, musically accented words in search of some 
sort of poetic pattern that might explain the opera's power, I discovered about 
twenty words that recur again and again. Listening to the opera sung (even if one 
knows no Italian}, one may find these repetitions weaving a kind of visionary 
emotional world. 43 
Examples of some of the repeated words to which Littlejohn alludes are Vittoria! 
(Victory!), Tregua! (Truce!) Fuggiam! (Let's fly!) Evviva!, (Hurrah!) bacio (kiss, both in 
242 David Littlejohn, The Ultimate Art: Essays Around and About Opera (Berkeley: University of 
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the memorable motif of the opera as well as in other negative contexts), and the various 
words for horror ( orror, orrido, orribili). 
In his article, "On Reading Nineteenth-Century Opera: Verdi through the 
Looking-Glass," Parker describes how Verdi began to favor language over fixed poetical 
forms in the structure of his operas: "Words became increasingly significant for their 
semantic value, and some words even took on an iconic function within the drama. By 
the 1870s, the time of Aida, Verdi was talking to his librettist of the parola scenica, 'the 
word that sculpts the dramatic situation and makes it clear and evident. "'244 Like the 
repeated words that Littlejohn describes, Verdi's use of sculpting words increased their 
impact and indicated crucial ideas in the plot. Shakespeare used similar "fine single 
words," such as G. Wilson Knight describes in his "Othello music" concept, to deepen 
these impressions. Some examples of these words in the opera are: prego (pray), pieta 
(pity) guiro (swear), piangi (weep) and temo (fear). Verdi also emphasized the need for 
language to fit the requirements of the action over the need to fit within the fixed rhyme 
schemes. The composer's priority is evident in this excerpt from his 16 August 1870 letter 
to Antonio Ghislanzoni (1824 -1893), Verdi's librettist for Aida: 
I realize that you will say to me, 'But what about the verse, the rhyme, the 
stanzas?' I don't know what to say, except that, if the action calls for it, I would 
immediately abandon rhythm, rhyme and stanza. I would use blank verse in order 
to be able to say clearly and distinctly what the action requires. Unfortunately, it 
is sometimes necessary in the theatre for poets and composers to have the talent 
not to write either poetry or music. 245 
244 Parker, "On Reading," 300. 
245 Osborne, Letters, 159-160. 
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This excerpt reveals Verdi's pragmatic approach to the writing process, which favored 
the objective needs of the forest of performance over the subjective trees of poetic 
consideration. While his repetition of key words lacked rhyme and artistic variation, it 
served the purpose of intensifying the drama of the story. 
Variations in Character Depiction 
In the libretto, Othello is depicted in much the same way as in the play: a trusting 
victim of !ago's machinations who descends into tormented jealousy as a result of the 
manipulation. Although Verdi imitated Shakespeare's top billing of Othello in the opera, 
it is Iago who is at the heart of the story. He is even more overtly sadistic and 
remorselessly wicked than he is in the play. A minor difference is also that Iago does not 
coax jewelry and money from Roderigo, as he does originally. Desdemona is preserved 
as an unjustly wronged, faithful, and forgiving wife who elicits the sympathy of the 
audience. However, by including the Ave Maria lines, Verdi builds her into a virtual 
saint. Writing about Otel/o in Opera Quarterly, Bruce Burroughs discusses the different 
portrayals and "whether or not Desdemona is a completely placid, passive, submissive 
character," leaving open the possibility that she could be "a woman of spunk, grit, 
substance, and an independent spirit."246 He suggests that with the presence of music, 
singers may interpret the character with varying nuance, according to their acting style 
and vocal expression. Like other critics, Burroughs seems to bristle at the angelic 
246 Bruce Burroughs, "In Review: Met Stars Sing Verdi." Opera Quarterly Vol. 18, No.2 (Spring 2002), 
178-179. 
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depiction of Desdemona, and his suggestion that singers play her differently has a tone of 
understandable subterfuge. 
In his introduction to Shakespeare's Othello, Frank Kermode argues that the 
Eden-like qualities of the couple are "ideally reflected in the music Verdi wrote for 
Otello's heroic entry, and the soaring purity of his Desdemona.247 He gives the following 
summary of the relationship between the couple: 
Othello is a magnanimous soldier, dedicated to an unquestioned code of conduct 
which belongs to the field of honor rather than to the city. Considered in relation 
to this sphere of action, he is a complete man, self-controlled, superbly sure of his 
powers, and totally honest (to use the word in its broadest sense). His marriage to 
Desdemona, founded upon her just understanding of his virtue, is a triumph over 
appearances; it is grounded in reality and independent of such accidents as color 
or the easy lusts of the flesh; it is more like the love of Adam and Eve before than 
after the Fall.248 
Similarly to Kermode's comparison to Adam and Eve prior to the Fall, Michael 
Davidson argues that the characters' portrayal is somewhat improbable: "Otello's 
inability to trust positive emotions was total, and though this characterization was, in 
itself, convincing, it remained a mystery how any woman could fall in love with such a 
figure, who showed vitality only while bellowing with Iago for revenge."249 While it is 
true that most women are not as unreservedly devoted as Verdi's Desdemona, Davidson's 
objection is equally applicable to her character in Shakespeare's Othello. Besides her 
unreflective and unresourcefull submissiveness, there is nothing to explain how she could 
have fallen for the dull-witted Othello. If Knight complained about the lack of mystery in 
247 Frank Kermode, "Othello, the Moor of Venice" in The Riverside Shakespeare, 1248. 
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the play, here at least is an unanswered question that is left for the audience to solve on 
its own. 
Summary 
Verdi and Boito made a concerted effort to remain faithful to Shakespeare's play 
within the confines of the operatic format. Both the character portrayal and plot 
development are well defined in the libretto, as is the dramatic tension that builds until 
the climax of the play. Some critics, such as Patrick Smith, go even further by saying that 
''there exist those who would even credit Boito's Otello, when combined with Verdi's 
music, with being superior to the Shakespeare tragedy."250 He qualifies his argument by 
suggesting that Otello is masterful "both in terms of adaptation to the operatic medium 
and faithfulness to the spirit and a good deal ofthe letter of the original source."251 It is 
unusual to find critics, who are normally skeptical and negative in their commentary 
about opemtic adaptations of Shakespeare, to be offering praise for a composer, much 
less to the point of suggesting that he improves upon the original. 
While even Frank Kermode speaks glowingly of Verdi's adaptation, it is quite 
another thing to suggest that the playwright has been outdone. Roger Parker is one critic 
who dissents from Smith's view by suggesting that the Otello libretto has significant 
deficiencies: 
Boito's libretto does not quite deserve the praise usually accorded it. Although it 
succeeds in simplifYing Shakespeare's plot into four unit-acts, at the same time it 
distorts it both by oversimplifYing I ago's motivation and by substituting his own 
250 Smith, The Tenth, 332. 
251 Ibid., 332. 
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rhetorical idiosyncrasies for Shakespeare's potent imagery and lofty verse. 
However, Verdi's keenly developed sense of orchestral colour, his modally 
enriched harmonies, and his fully mature ability to conceive whole acts as 
continuous musical compounds, all combine to set Otello head and shoulders 
above his previous accomplishments. 252 
Even with his criticism, Parker joins the majority of commentators who consider 
Otello to be a successful opera. What is indisputable is that Verdi's technique improved 
considerably in the forty years that elapsed between Macbeth and Otello. In writing about 
his later operas, David Kimbell argues that what distinguishes them "is the fact that Verdi 
has acquired such a critical understanding of his medium, and has so refined his 
craftsman's hand, that he writes almost nothing that is not dramatically meaningful and 
musically beautiful in its every detail."253 Not only did Verdi's musical technique 
develop, but his textual abilities improved as well. Kimbell also notes "very rarely does 
one find that straining for vividness that so often shows though in the operas of the 
1840s. He is now so much the master that he can express himself directly and without 
metaphor, confident that every phrase will tell and that in every phrase the tone of his 
voice will be unmistakable."254 Kimbell is accurate in his suggestion that the composer's 
music had become much more confident and flowing than in previous years. The 
"straining" he describes was replaced by a natural ease that is evident in the transitions, 
phrasing, and expressiveness of his music. 
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Furthermore, the fastidiousness that Shaw noted in Boito also found its match in 
Verdi's meticulous attention to his "every phrase." However, it is somewhat 
presumptuous to suggest, as Patrick Smith does, that Otello is superior to Shakespeare's 
play. The libretto is a high quality accompaniment to the opera, but its verse could never 
match the poetic genius and inimitable language of Shakespeare. Nevertheless, Verdi's 
brilliantly orchestrated score and his astute interpretation of the drama and characters are 
certainly worthy enhancements to the original play. 
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PART III 
'Melodious birds sing madrigals' 
Verdi's final opera, Falstaff, had its debut at Milan's La Scala theater on 9 
February 1893. Verdi's design for a composite character was based primarily on 
Shakespeare's The Merry Wives of Windsor, and also incorporated lines from Henry IV, 
Parts I and II and Henry V. The libretto demonstrates his respect for the original plays as 
well as his ingenuity in modifying Falstaff for opera. John Rosselli states that it was 
Verdi's librettist for Otel/o who first broached the subject: "It was Boito who suggested a 
comic opera based on The Merry Wives of Windsor, with Falstaff's persona built up 
through extracts from Henry IV. "255 Charles Osborne comes to the same conclusion, and 
provides excerpts from Verdi's correspondence with Boito that demonstrate the 
composer's enthusiasm for the project. After Boito sent Verdi his preliminary ideas for 
Falstaff, he responded by cautioning him about his advanced age- only to conclude by 
saying, "What a joy to be able to say to the public, 'HERE WE ARE AGAIN!! COME 
AND SEE US!'" 256 A few days later, Verdi wrote to him again: "I'm amusing myselfby 
writing fugues! Yes, sir, a fugue: and a comic fugue which would be suitable for 
Falstaff!"257 Verdi was most likely referring to the ten-voice fugue in the fmale of the 
opera. 
255 John Rosselli, The Life of Verdi (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 180. 
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A close reading of Verdi's letter of 6 July 1889 letter to Boito demonstrates that 
he was indeed very involved in the creation of the libretto: "Dear Boito, Excellent! 
Excellent! Before reading your sketch I chose to reread the Merry Wives, the two parts of 
Henry IV, and Henry V; and I can only repeat excellent, for it would be impossible to do 
better than you have done." Verdi then writes, "You bring back Bardolfo! Then why not 
bring back Pistola too, and have both commit some little, or big, rascality?" 258 It is 
evident from this letter that the composer was not only familiar with the plays, but that he 
also had a sufficient grasp of them to suggest alterations. The division of tasks is 
indicated by his use of the word 'sketch' to describe Boito' s outline, and his subsequent 
line shows that he oversaw the characters and plot, leaving the verse-writing to his 
collaborator. In the few days after this letter, Verdi and Boito each wrote four letters to 
one another, with Boito acquiescing in all the composer's changes. Despite the persistent 
corrections, the partnership did not suffer and proved fruitful for both of them. Verdi's 
modifications continued in the three versions he made of the opera between 1890-1893 
for the Milan, Rome, and Paris premieres respectively. However, as James Hepokoski 
describes in Giuseppe Verdi: Falstaff, the revisions did not involve substantial changes in 
the score, but rather a refinement of the original to ensure "genuine, ongoing success in 
the practical theatre."259 
Both Shakespeare and Verdi faced a similar challenge in preserving the continuity 
of Falstaff as he was represented in the four plays. For Shakespeare, this meant 
consistency in the plots and various characters who were featured multiple times. It was 
258 Charles Osborne, ed., Letters of Giuseppe Verdi (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1971), 118-119. 
259 Hepokoski, 55. 
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also necessary to delicately negotiate Falstaffs faults with his redeemable qualities so as 
not to obscure his popularity both within the context of the play and with the audience. 
Verdi responded to the same need to achieve balance in the role, and was further 
constrained by the necessity of condensing the action into a single libretto. One of the 
main differences between the opera and the Henry plays was that, aside from the episodes 
with Falstaff, the drama plots were serious. Through the stories, Shakespeare reacted to 
the political developments in his country by exploring questions such as the legitimate 
use of force. In this section, the farcical and dramatic cruxes will be studied to show how 
Falstaff emerged as a focal point. As Eliot said, "I think that when we turn to Henry IV 
we often feel that what we want to re-read and linger over are the Falstaff episodes."260 
Yet he also cautions that the comical sections have to be read in conjunction with the 
political scenes because it is the contrast that produces the satire. 
A prominent feature in Shakespeare's The Merry Wives of Windsor was his use of 
music. Similar to G. Wilson Knight's description of "Othello music," Giorgio Melchiori 
identifies the "music of words" that is evident in the play. An example he cites is Act III, 
Scene I in which Parson Evans sings a line from a Marlowe song while waiting for 
Doctor Caius: "Melodious birds sing madrigals."261 Melchiori asserts that this is a typical 
example of Shakespeare's "music of words," which presaged later operatic technique. 
Verdi's response to the melodic episodes in the play will also be examined, as well as his 
incorporation of memorable lines from several plays. 
260 T.S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry, 43. 
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Another crux is the task of determining the accuracy of textual information, such 
as Verdi's correspondence and the evidence for his work on the Shakespearean libretti. 
Two editions of Verdi's letters, Hans Busch's Verdi's Falstaff in Letters and 
Contemporary Reviews and Franz Werfel and Paul Stefan's Verdi: The Man in his 
Letters, will be compared to examine different editorial approaches to the presentation 
and annotation of the composer's correspondence. Also, problematic assertions about 
Verdi from two prominent scholars who figure in the Falstaff discussion, Mary Jane 
Phillips-Matz and Paul Henry Lang, will be addressed in light of new evidence found in a 
Verdi letter at the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C. 
Shakespeare's Portrayal of Falstaff 
Shakespeare introduced Sir John Falstaff as the carousing friend and gleefully 
disgraceful mentor of the youthful Prince Hal in Henry IV, Part I (1597). Falstaff then 
appeared in The Merry Wives of Windsor (written in 1597 and published in the First 
Quarto of 1602). When Falstaff returns in Henry W, Part II (1599) and Prince Hal 
ascends the throne as Henry V, the newly appointed king casts him into prison. William 
Empson believes "the real reason for rejecting Falstaff at the end of Part II is that he was 
dangerously strong, indeed almost a rebelleader."262 He also observes, "In the same way, 
Henry had to get rid of Falstaff with unquestionable firmness but without any suspicion 
that he had behaved with malice, because a rising in favour of Falstaff was just what he 
262 Empson, "Essays on Shakespeare," 67-68. 
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needed to avoid."263 Empson's emphasis on the purging of the character because of the 
political threat he posed is a plausible hypothesis given his popularity among the other 
characters in the play. However, another explanation is that the king feared the 
degenerate Falstaff would tarnish the image of moral responsibility and gravitas that 
would be expected of a monarch. Falstaff's fame also extended outside the realm of the 
play and captured the hearts of the Elizabethan theater-goers. It is likely because of 
Falstaffs popularity with his audiences that Shakespeare declared in the epilogue to 
Henry IV, Part II that he would revive Sir John in a sequel. However, his fmal 
appearance in Henry V (Act II, Scene III) is brief since he is dying surrounded by his 
followers Pistol, Nym, and Bardolph, as well as Mistress Quickly. 264 
Falstaffs most distinctive qualities are his mischievous audacity, animated 
scheming, and his inflated, though comical, view of his ability to seduce women and 
deceive people without arousing suspicion or inciting revenge. Above all, Shakespeare's 
sympathetic portrayal of Falstaff as a fallen but congenial rascal reverberates with 
audiences who find his comical follies refreshingly human. It is not surprising that he has 
remained one of the most beloved of the playwright's characters. He exemplifies John 
Tobin's characterization of Shakespeare's talent: "In terms of giving voice to multiple 
perspectives, to characters of different ages, genders, colors, ethnicities, religions, and 
social ranks, Shakespeare is unrivaled."265 When Falstaff is described in Tobin's terms, 
he shows different perspectives of the downtrodden nobleman and hapless lover; he is 
263 Ibid., 68. 
264 Anne Barton, "The Merry Wives of Windsor," in The Riverside Shakespeare (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 1997), 320-321. 
265 Tobin, "Shakespeare's Life," 13. 
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older, and yet undoubtedly young at heart, and his jovial appeal is apparent in the 
manifold adaptations ofhis character in the musical and literary works of many countries. 
In Falstaff, Harold Bloom assigns Shakespeare a unique role in literary invention: 
Literary character is always an invention, and inventions generally are 
indebted to prior inventions. Shakespeare is the inventor of literary character 
as we know it; he reformed the universal human expectations for the verbal 
imitation of personality, and the reformation appears now to be permanent and 
"1 . . bl 266 uncanm y mev1ta e. 
While one may credit Bloom's argument that the playwright reformed literary character 
portrayal, it is not quite true that he invented it. As previously cited, Tobin demonstrates 
that Shakespeare's borrowing was "frequent and pervasive," and states that the influence 
of Marlowe and others in his works was evident.267 Another problem with Bloom's 
assertion is the rigid notion that the reformation is "permanent and uncannily inevitable." 
While there are those of us who would be glad to see Shakespeare remain on his throne, 
the mere possibility that another playwright might yet be born who could similarly 
influence character invention precludes any inevitability of permanence. And who knows 
who might come to reform the reform? 
Not all critics agree that Shakespeare treated Falstaff with the respect due him. 
For instance, Peter Conrad has some rather harsh commentary about the playwright's 
treatment: 
The Merry Wives of Windsor ought to be Falstaff's monument but disappointingly 
is not, perhaps because Shakespeare had tired of the character. Falstaff is in the 
Henry IV plays only to controvert their political and military dogma. His 
266 Harold Bloom, ed. "The Analysis of Character" in Sir John Fa/staff(Philadelphia: Chelsea House 
Publishers, 2004), viii. 
267 Tobin, "Shakespeare's Life," 7. 
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successes there are occasional and joking, but he is bound to be censured and cast 
out. 
Conrad adds: 
He does not belong in Henry IV: The Merry Wives ought to release him into 
pastoral privacy, unmolested by duty and responsibility, but Shakespeare treats 
him instead with dismissive curtness and sets the wives to hound and degrade 
him.268 
His assertion that Shakespeare "had tired of the character" and that he was dismissively 
curt with him does not ring true in light of the popularity the character has achieved with 
audiences throughout the centuries. While it is fair to say that Falstaff was insufficiently 
developed, the reason is most likely because of time constraints rather than any hostility 
on the part of his creator. The Falstaff of The Merry Wives of Windsor was sufficiently 
sympathetic to inspire a number of adaptations besides Verdi's. Antonio Salieri wrote a 
Falstaff opera in 1799, as did Carl Nicolai in 1849. The trend continued through the 
twentieth century, with other musical works based on his character by Edward Elgar and 
Ralph Vaughan Williams. 
Origins and Features of The Merry Wives of Windsor 
The Merry Wives of Windsor is a comic, romantic tale in the fabliau tradition set 
in a middle-class English town in the contemporary time period of the play. Anne Barton 
states that the conventional history, at least since it was first put in writing by John 
Dennis in 1702, has been that the play was written in less than fourteen days by royal 
command. The reason given is that Queen Elizabeth wished to see Falstaff in love after 
268 Conrad, Romantic, 62. 
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having seen Henry IV, Part I at a celebration for the Order of the Garter?69 Because of 
the rapid turnover, some critics have argued that Shakespeare did not have the time to 
adequately develop the character of Falstaff with the depth and breadth that he 
demonstrated in other plays. William Empson comes to a different conclusion: 
The legend that the Queen commissioned The Merry Wives is recorded late 
and not worth much; it is evidence that the terrifYing old woman had laughed 
at Falstaff, and that her moods were watched and remembered, but not much 
more.270 
Besides Empson's amusing description of the Queen as a "terrifYing old woman," most 
other critics do not share his view. In addition to Anne Barton, T. W. Craik argues in 
favor of the Garter celebration, citing evidence from Edmond Malone and Leslie Hotson. 
He also notes an additional source, Nicholas Rowe's 1709 statement, which verifies the 
royal command.271 Giorgio Melchiori is yet another critic who supports the account of the 
Garter performance and queen's order. He also mentions Leslie Hotson, and cites 
William Green's fmdings in 1962 as conclusive evidence in favor of the story.272 
As his letter of 6 July 1889 to Boito shows, the most distinctive feature that 
attracted Verdi to the play was humor.273 It is a classic farce, and Verdi replicated many 
of the comic twists in the plot. The play opens in Windsor with Robert Shallow (country 
justice), Abraham Slender (Shallow's cousin), and Sir Hugh Evans (a Welsh parson) 
conversing about the irrepressible scoundrel, Sir John Falstaff. Falstaff is in need of 
269 Ibid., 320-321. 
270 Empson, "Essays on Shakespeare," 31. 
271 T. W. Craik, Introduction in Oxford World Classics: The Merry Wives of Windsor (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1990), 3-4. 
272 Giorgio Melchiori, Introduction in The Arden Shakespeare: The Merry Wives of Windsor (London: 
Thomas Nelson & Sons, 2000), 2-3. 
273 Charles Osborne, 118-119. 
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funds, and has conspired to seduce and then steal from two married women of means, 
Mistress Alice Ford and Mistress Margaret Page. Mistress Page is the mother of Anne 
Page, whom Slender would like to marry. Falstaff's ruse to give similar love letters to 
the married ladies is foiled when, after Falstaff fires his servants Pistol and Nym for 
refusing to deliver the correspondence, they tum on him and report their master's 
transgression to the respective husbands. 
The two wives discover that they have received identical letters, and decide to 
avenge the transgression by feigning romantic interest in Falstaff. When Francis Ford 
hears about the letter from Falstaffs servants, he is worried that his wife will commit 
adultery, and persuades the Host to introduce him to Falstaff under the disguise of 
"Master Brook" so he can discover how far advanced the plot is. The plot takes yet 
another comical tum in the fight over Anne Page. Anne would like to marry a local 
gentleman, Fenton, but her mother prefers that she marry the French doctor Caius, and 
her father favors Slender. Despite Fenton's good birth, Page refuses the request to marry 
his daughter because the suitor is without means. Evans and Caius plan to duel because 
Evans asked the doctor's servant, Mistress Quickly, to help him persuade Anne to marry 
Slender. An amusing development happens when the duelists are thwarted by the Host, 
who sends them in wrong directions and has their weapons removed. When the two men 
finally convene to settle matters, they are convinced that the Host is mocking them 
because of their foreign accents, and vow revenge on him instead. 
One of the funnier episodes is when Ford, disguised as Master Brook, learns that 
Falstaff is planning to meet with his wife in secret. At his tryst with Alice Ford, Falstaff 
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is compelled to hide in a dirty laundry basket by the two wives, who then have it thrown 
into the river when Master Ford arrives home to investigate the supposed adultery. 
Undeterred, Falstaff returns completely wet and smelly from his river adventure, and tries 
to contract yet another assignation with Mistress Ford. When the wives hear that Ford is 
coming again to catch them in the act, they convince Falstaff to disguise himself as an 
aunt of Alice's maid after he refuses to take refuge in the laundry basket. However, Ford 
hates this aunt, and when he returns to his house, he beats her (Falstaff) and shoves her 
out. At last, the wives reveal the truth behind their game to their husbands after having 
been satisfied that they learned a lesson. 
In her article in Shakespeare Quarterly, Rebecca Laroche discusses how The 
Merry Wives of Windsor differs from other Shakespearean plays in its portrayal of 
women. Specifically, Laroche argues that while The Taming of the Shrew is "one of the 
more misogynistic of the plays," The Merry Wives of Windsor is a play in which "wise 
and witty women control the action. "274 Her argument that these women are formidable 
characters is well-founded given their pluck and verve in dealing with the other sex. One 
of the more prominent themes of the play is that women are fully capable of getting the 
better of men as well as overcoming the limitations of social convention. The merry 
wives (Page and Ford) are impervious to the machinations of Falstaff, and succeed in 
outsmarting both him and their husbands. Furthermore, Anne Page is able to thwart the 
marriage designs of various male characters, including her father, and marries the man of 
274 Rebecca Laroche, "Review: Shakespeare and Women," Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 57, No.2 
(Summer 2006), 221. 
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her choosing. Juliet's similar daring is another example of an independent spirit in one of 
Shakespeare's female characters. 
The story concludes with a final joke played on Falstaff by the Ford and Page 
couples. Falstaff is told to disguise himself as "Heme the Hunter" (a horse ghost of the 
Windsor Forest), and meet them in the woods. Various characters dress up as fairies and 
attack Falstaff with pinches and the like. In the commotion, Anne elopes with Fenton. 
Eventually, the wives and characters divulge their joke to Falstaff, who reacts good 
humoredly to the trick saying, "I do perceive that I am made an ass" (V.v.119). The 
Pages also relent and give their blessing to Anne's marriage. As the party prepares to 
leave, Falstaff is invited by Mrs. Page to join them and laugh over the amusing 
adventures. It is not surprising that Verdi chose this play and reproduced most of its 
farcical scenarios in his final tour de force. The play's plot twists, witty repartee, and 
even laundry basket scenes are very much like Rossini's The Barber of Seville (1816), 
which Verdi called "the best comic opera ever written. "275 
Shakespeare's ingenious use of metaphoric imagery and wit in his text is evident 
throughout The Merry Wives of Windsor. The following excerpts are some of the finer 
examples of this humor: 
"Vile worm, thou wast o'erlook'd even in thy birth." (V.v.84) 
"Let vultures gripe thy guts!" (l.iii.81) 
"I'll find you twenty lascivious turtles ere one chaste man." (II.i.77-78) 
"0, she did so course o'er my exteriors with such a greedy intention that the 
appetite of her eye did seem to scorch me up like a burning-glass!" (I.iii.61-63) 
275 As quoted in the playbill for Boston Lyric Opera's The Barber of Seville, p.l8. 
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To assess how capably Verdi and Boito adapted the play, it is crucial to see whether they 
were able to repeat images such as these. Questions of censorship would obviously come 
into play in one of the better lines of Merry Wives, the double entendre made by Ford at 
the end of the play when he invites Falstaff to join the party: "Let it be so, Sir John./ To 
Master Brook you yet shall hold your word,/ For he tonight shall lie with Mistress Ford." 
(V.v.244-246). 
Politics and Identity in the Falstaff Plays 
In his introduction to the Oxford edition of Henry IV, Part I, David Bevington 
argues that Shakespeare had a similar political philosophy as Marlowe: 
Shakespeare, like Marlowe, has thought about the unproductive violence of 
political controversy and has seen through to the deeper issues it evades. He 
voices the dialogue of Tudor political controversy much more clearly than he 
takes sides; he gives us a whole range of possible answers to questions of 
rebellion and loyalty in a kind of empirical openness that is characteristic of 
the best political theorists of the age. 276 
While it is true that, as Bevington suggests, Shakespeare was careful to present the 
different viewpoints in a conflict, it cannot be said that he did not take sides. A policy of 
non-violence definitely involves taking a side of an issue. The more plausible explanation 
is that Shakespeare's political views, particularly regarding the legitimate use of military 
force, evolved and changed with time. Steven Marx writes that "the central turning point 
of this development occurred between 1599 and 1603 - the publication dates of his two 
battlefield plays, Henry V and Troilus and Cressida - and that the shift in outlook reflects 
276 David Bevington, Introduction in Oxford World Classics: Henry IV, Part I (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1987), 36. 
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a shift in British foreign policy that began during the last years of Queen Elizabeth's reign 
and was completed with the accession of King James I."277 Marx believes that 
Shakespeare eventually modified his previous stance in favor of military intervention to 
reflect the ideas of pacifists such as Erasmus, Thomas More, and Baldassare. These men 
were Christian Humanists who "envisioned the ideal prince or courtier as a jurist and 
philosopher, and criticized the military ethos as irreligious, immoral and impractical"278 
Contrary to Bevington's suggestion of Shakespeare's impartiality, Hamlet shows the 
misery that results from violence both on the personal level and also on the state level 
since it can lead to rule by a foreign power. 
Rene Weis also posits that characters as engaging as Falstaff cannot eclipse 
important political questions such as these. In his introduction to Henry IV, Part II, he 
writes: 
To read Falstaff sentimentally, however, is to misunderstand the seriousness 
of Shakespeare's conception of politics in the plays. However empowering the 
humorous anarchic vistas conjured up by Falstaff may be, they are not 
intended to make us renege on our responsibilities.279 
Weis' s point about the underlying seriousness of the Henry plays may help explain one 
reason why the character's appeal is so enduring: were he only a substanceless buffoon, 
he would be readily dismissed. Instead, Shakespeare weaves a considerable amount of 
political commentary through his witty exchanges. 
Peter Conrad gives additional insight into this critical aspect ofFalstaffs role: 
277 Steven Marx, "Shakespeare's Pacifism," Renaissance Quarterly, Vol. 45, No.1 (Spring 1992), 50. 
278 Ibid., 49. 
279 Rene Weis, Introduction in Oxford The World Classics: Henry IV, Part II (Oxford: Oxford University 
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Social history and its conservative inertia take over from political history as the 
Henry IV plays proceed: in Eastcheap or Gloucestershire, life continues, listlessly 
indifferent to the shifts of political power. Falstaff leads this rebellion of society 
against politics, and he makes it a rebellion of comedy against tragedy. Political 
history is necessarily tragic because each ruler dies miserably conscious of error 
and the infections of power; social history is comic because resilient, 
unselfconscious, and endless. 280 
Conrad makes an astute distinction between social history and political history. Although 
pessimistic, his view that the latter is "necessarily tragic" has a seed of truth in it because 
rulers often are motivated by self-interest and are inevitably confronted with 
disappointment. The polarization of Falstaffs society and politics is not so clear: instead 
of his making it "a rebellion of comedy against tragedy," it would be more accurate to 
suggest that he sought comedy in the face of tragedy, since he was a victim of it himself. 
He is memorable in part because he is constantly rebounding from quandaries that have 
either been imposed upon him or that are of his own making. 
In her article "Twentieth-Century Shakespeare Criticism," Heather Dubrow uses 
the term "repetition-with-a-difference" to describe one of the playwright's structural 
devices in Henry IV, Part I. The most conspicuous example of this device is how various 
characters self-consciously play the part of king, including the king himself, who seems 
to find the part at first ill-fitting.281 Dubrow also applies "repetition-with-a-difference" to 
the many changes that have characterized Shakespearean criticism in the twentieth 
century, particularly toward the end of the 1900s. One of the more significant of these 
transformations was in the change in attitude toward Elizabethan culture: 
28° Conrad, Romantic Opera, 55. [N.B. The (awkward) last line of this quote is accurately reproduced.] 
281 Heather Dubrow, "Twentieth-Century Shakespeare Criticism," in The Riverside Shakespeare. 2nd Ed. 
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Shakespeare's culture was also reinterpreted during the last thirty years of the 
twentieth century. In general, indictments of various forms of repression, notably 
protocolonialism and patriarchy, replaced admiration for the achievements of the 
Elizabethan Golden Age. 282 
This shift had a profound effect on the way that Shakespeare's characterizations 
were viewed. Dubrow says that among many critics, ''the study of character was not only 
dismissed but also distrusted as a symptom of a misguided belief in the autonomy of the 
individual," and she argues that they "rejected the term identity, which they saw as 
positing an intrinsic and stable essence."283 However, the latter twentieth-century trend 
that Dubrow cites was modified in the early part of the twenty-first century when the 
term identity became a highly-charged topic in academic and cultural circles regarding 
sexuality. Nevertheless, as Dubrow suggests, any serious study of Shakespeare's 
characters still necessitates a discussion of his portrayal of human nature. 
A profound understanding of the human condition is one of Shakespeare's most 
noteworthy abilities, and one that has resonated with readers across many borders and 
centuries. As Dubrow puts it, "many critics, like their predecessors in earlier centuries, 
praised Shakespeare for his universal insights into human nature. "284 His talent for 
depicting common traits among people is the key to understanding why Falstaff was 
popular during his own time, as well as in later centuries with multiple adaptations of the 
character. His repeated presence in Shakespeare's plays, and the mourning with which his 
death was treated by the characters themselves in Henry V, establish him as an archetype 
of Shakespeare's compassionate view of the relative strengths and weaknesses that 
282 Ibid., 38. 
283 Ibid., 39. 
284 Ibid. , 39. 
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coexist in most individuals. In his introduction to The Merry Wives of Windsor, T. W. 
Craik argues that Shakespeare was able to achieve this effect "without sententious 
moralizing or undue seriousness."285 By avoiding these pitfalls, he was able to ensure 
that both Elizabethan and modem audiences would find comfort in the return of Falstaff 
because, as H. J. Oliver says, they are "happy to be reminded of old friends."286 And 
because old friends remind us somewhat of ourselves, and treat us affectionately with all 
our faults, we are more receptive to what they have to say. 
'Music of Words' 
Music figured prominently in The Merry Wives of Windsor. In his "The Music of 
Words. From Madrigal to Drama and Beyond: Shakespeare Foreshadowing an Operatic 
Technique," Giorgio Melchiori proposes that a significant link existed between 
Elizabethan drama and Italian culture through the music that infused the literary milieux 
of Shakespeare's time. Specifically, Melchiori argues that "Italian vocal music acted as 
an imaginative stimulus to the creation of English verse drama, and in tum the 'music of 
words' in Elizabethan and Jacobean plays foreshadowed some form of compositional 
technique in later operatic music."287 To substantiate this argument, he cites the 
popularizing of the typically Italian madrigal form (a cappella three or four voice songs) 
in England by William Byrd's student, Thomas Morley in 1594. Melchiori states that 
285 T. W. Craik, Introduction in Oxford World Classics: The Merry Wives of Windsor (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1990), 15. 
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Marlowe and Shakespeare would most certainly have been familiar with this new Italian 
song form, which emphasized the sound of words instead of the instruments. The most 
compelling line that he mentions is in The Merry Wives of Windsor Act Ill, Scene I in 
which Parson Evans sings a line from a Marlowe song while waiting for Doctor Caius: 
"Melodious birds sing madrigals. "288 Melchiori' s assertion that this typical example of 
Shakespeare's "music of words" augured later operatic technique echoes Knight's 
connecting 'Othello music' with opera. It is also similar to Shaw's emphasis on 
Shakespeare's "sublime word-music" and his assertion that Othello was made in the style 
of Italian opera. Perhaps the strongest case for the critics' claim is that Shakespeare's 
plays were made into opera, and many at that. 
An example of Shakespeare's "borrowing" is in the songs in The Merry Wives of 
Windsor. The text is from Marlowe's poem "Come live with me and be my love."289 In 
Act III, the character Evans sings: 
To shallow rivers, to whose falls 
Melodious birds sing madrigals; 
There will we make our beds of roses, 
And a thousand fragrant posies. 
To shallow- (III.i.17-20) 
Evans pauses briefly a couple of times, and continues the song before the action 
interrupts him. Shakespeare's use of the poem in his song harkens back to the medieval 
love ballads. The wistful words sung in a theatrical setting must also have been an 
attractive feature for Verdi and Boito when they read the play. 
288 Ibid,. 241. 
289Evans et al, eds. Riverside Shakespeare, 338. 
152 
There is also a song in Henry IV, Part II that Silence sings to Falstaff and 
Shallow: 
Do nothing but eat, and make good cheer, 
And praise God for the merry year, 
When flesh is cheap and females dear, 
And lusty lads roam here and there 
So merrily, 
And ever among so merrily. (V.iii.3.17-22) 
This, too, is very like the medieval songs, especially the Middle English Lyric "Bring us 
in good ale." Some of the lines ofthe latter drinking song are quite similar: 
Bring us in good ale, and bring us in good ale, 
Fore our blessed Lady sak, 
Bring us in good ale. 
Shakespeare's "When flesh is cheap and females dear" is similar to "Bring us in no 
capon's flesh, for that is ofte der." What emerges when these examples of theatrical song 
are compared is that there was a gradual progression toward the operatic form that 
blossomed in the nineteenth century, and that Shakespeare's musical components were 
noteworthy features in this process. His use of common subjects, such as making merry 
with drink and proclaiming romantic love, kindled the imaginations of his audience much 
in the same way as they had in earlier eras. The 'word-music' of his plays inspired later 
composers such as Verdi, who returned the compliment by reproducing his works in 
opera. 
153 
Verdi's Portrayal of Falstaff 
In the years that they collaborated on operatic libretti, the affection between Verdi 
and Boito grew. Verdi insisted that Boito accompany him for the curtain calls at the 
premieres of Otello and Falstaff.290 At eighty years old, the composer was also keenly 
aware of his legacy. His choice of Shakespeare for his final opera is significant because 
he had been motivated since Macbeth to use his fame and music as conduits to bring the 
works of the literary master to wider European audiences. Verdi understood the crucial 
role of poetry and literature in both libretti and in the broader context of cultural 
patrimony, which is also why he was so adamant that the text he used be of the highest 
quality. T. S. Eliot wrote about the importance of this type of concern over literary 
heritage: 
The people which ceases to care for its literary inheritance becomes barbaric; the 
people which ceases to produce literature ceases to move in thought and 
sensibility. The poetry of a people takes its life from the people's speech and in 
turn gives life to it; and represents its highest point of consciousness, its greatest 
power and its most delicate sensibility.291 
Eliot's point that poetry "takes its life from the people's speech and in turn gives life to 
it" is essentially what Verdi did by creating a Falstaff who was a plausible incarnation of 
Shakespeare's concept. 
Garry Wills opens both his article and new book with the phrase, "Verdi adored 
Shakespeare," summarizing in his populist style the composer's affmity with the 
playwright. He also suggests a reason why Verdi felt an affinity with Shakespeare: 
290 Garry Wills, "Verdi & Boito," 41. 
291 T.S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry, 15. 
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Verdi, across time and language barriers, obviously felt a great affinity with 
the dramatic ideals of his Elizabethan predecessor-and with good reason. 
The two men worked in theater conditions with many similarities. Both were 
supplying performances on a heavy schedule, to audiences with a voracious 
appetite for what they wrote.292 
Wills devotes much of his book to anecdotes about performances and gives details about 
the action in the plays. His approach is not entirely scholarly, but the commentary is 
enjoyable: "If the opening scenes with Falstaff were all swagger and pomp, the scenes 
with the merry women are feather-light, agile-witted, and nimble offoot."293 
Verdi and Boito condensed Shakespeare's plot for The Merry Wives of Windsor 
into three acts. The flow of the action is less convoluted than in the original play, and the 
exclusion of minor characters from Merry Wives does not harm the cohesiveness of the 
story. Important scenes, such as the laundry basket charade, were carefully reproduced. 
The characters who were retained from the play are: Sir John Falstaff, Pistola (Pistol), 
Bardolfo (Bardolph), Dr. Cajus (Dr. Caius), Alice Ford, Ford, Nannetta (Anne), Fenton, 
Mrs. Quickly, Mrs. (Meg) Page, and various fairies and extras. Another small deviation 
was that instead of the three rendez-vous between Falstaff and Mistress Ford, there were 
only two, eliminating the disguise of the maid's aunt. Also, rather than the three 
encounters between Ford ("Brook") and Falstaff, Verdi combined the meetings into one 
superb baritone duet. Since the Host and Evans were omitted in the opera, the duel scene 
does not take place. Finally, Verdi focused on the romance between Fenton and Anne 
(Nannetta), instead of having three different men compete for her. 
292 Garry Wills, "Shakespeare and Verdi in the Theater." The New York Review of Books. 24 November 
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Verdi's depiction of the characters was faithful to the original, as was the 
dramatic tension that builds while the opera progresses. Paul Henry Lang suggests that 
the rendition was good because of the focus on character development: "His heroes may 
indulge in bombastic pathos, but their personality does not have to be explained in 
commentaries; it reaches the listener with gripping immediacy. It is because Verdi was 
interested mainly in characters rather than events that he emerges victorious. "294 Yet, the 
composer also thought, correctly, that reproducing the events in the play would be vital to 
the opera's success. It is hard to imagine Falstaffbeing effective without the brilliantly 
comical scenes Shakespeare created. Moreover, his central ideas, such as the 
resourcefulness and resiliency of women and the unfortunate consequences of deception 
and duplicity, are conveyed through these farcical scenarios. Lang is nearer to the mark 
when he observes that both the play and the libretto "reveal the role of the dreamer in the 
prosaic reality of life."295 Besides the mundane setting of the provincial Windsor town 
and the Garter Inn, which are in both versions, Falstaff has a Don Quixotesque approach 
to life that is especially evident in the opera. 
Many critics, such as Anthony Peattie, contend that Verdi's Fa/staff improved 
upon Shakespeare's plays: 
In both Otello and Macbeth, Verdi and his librettists had kept as close to 
Shakespeare as operatic form would allow them; but in Falstaff, they contrived to 
inject a considerable measure of the great Falstaff of Henry IV into the veins of 
the Falstaff of The Merry Wives of Windsor, and so the operatic adaptation is in 
certain ways an improvement on the original. 296 
294 Lang, The Experience of Opera, 134. 
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It is important to distinguish between a superior character and a superior work. Peattie' s 
emphasis is on Falstaff and not on the plays in their entirety. Patrick Smith makes the 
broader claim that Falstaff is a better effort than Shakespeare's The Merry Wives of 
Windsor: "The superiority of Falstaff over The Merry Wives of Windsor is evident (as 
even Shakespeare would have admitted)."297 The latter claim is untenable given the lack 
of intimate knowledge about the author. Smith also does not provide criteria for his 
assessment: character development and plot, perhaps, but few could argue persuasively 
that the verse in the opera is superior to any of the plays. One possible reason why the 
opera is a better medium for the play than the theater is that it flows smoothly from 
passage to passage through arias, ensembles, and musical interludes without the 
encumbrance of interrupted speech; it becomes a visual realization of an epic story. Peter 
Conrad posits that the presence of music is a definite advantage for the role of Falstaff: 
The drama declares him a braggart, a glutton, and a treacherous intriguer; music, 
however, confers on him a grandiloquence of imagination and a lyrical 
enthusiasm which, despite his ugly obesity, make him a figure of comic wisdom 
and spiritual grace. Music pardons all faults, and Verdi employs it with 
Shakespearean generosi~, allowing characters condemned by the drama to save 
themselves by singing. 29 
Conrad's description is a convincing account of how music softens the rougher edges of 
Falstaff's character. His last sentence is particularly good because it demonstrates an 
understanding of Shakespeare's generosity with human weakness and also Verdi's 
embodiment of it. 
297 Smith, The Tenth Muse, 332, 335. 
298 Conrad, Romantic Opera, 51. 
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Although Falstaff earned critical respect when it opened in 1893, audiences were 
not immediately smitten by it in the way they were with the composer's previous operas. 
Paul Henry Lang argues that most people still do not embrace Falstaff "The opera has 
never been popular because Verdi steadfastly refused to use any of the time-honored and 
expected operatic forms and effects, creating a score that at first, and even after repeated 
hearings, only the schooled ear and intellect can fully savor."299 Given the reappearance 
of Falstaff on the opera circuit in recent years, Lang's point is more applicable to its 
reception through the 1970s- however, it is still not a favorite among spectators. It is 
worth noting that Verdi insisted he wrote this opera for himself, and claimed that he was 
not concerned with audience reaction. 300 Yet, despite the reputation it has earned as a 
connoisseur's piece, it is not because of an Emperor's New Clothes phenomenon. Rather, 
if one is simply familiar with Shakespeare's original plays (or "schooled" as Lang 
suggests), then one can more easily understand Verdi's concept of an amalgamated 
Falstaff. 
For an opera audience to fully appreciate Falstaff, it is necessary to be familiar 
with the character from all of the plays. Furthermore, understanding the operatic allusions 
to Shakespeare's different representations of Falstaff underscores the exceptional 
accomplishment of Verdi and Boito in creating a multidimensional role. Christopher 
Ricks describes how evocative references may inspire new creations: "allusion is one 
form that metaphor may take (as the illuminating perception of similitude in 
dissimilitude, and as a relation between two things that then creates a new imaginative 
299 Lang, The Experience of Opera, 156. 
300Peattie, Kobbe's Opera, 913. 
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entity)."301 This is a crucial point that may help bridge the debate between those critics 
who assert that Verdi's rendition of Falstaff is a vast improvement on Shakespeare, and 
those who believe that Shakespeare cannot possibly be improved upon. In alluding to all 
of Shakespeare's renditions of Falstaff, Verdi and Boito paid homage to the playwright's 
original concept while concurrently generating what Ricks calls "a relation between two 
things that then creates a new imaginative entity." 
In essence, the new entity is Verdi's Falstaff, who transcends the various plays as 
a composite character. He outshines the rather disappointing personality in The Merry 
Wives of Windsor, and is as much a concept as he is a character. In his introduction to 
Henry IV, Part I, A. R. Humphreys explores this idea: "Falstaff is indeed a rich amalgam, 
a world of comic ingredients."302 His emphasis on "world" includes thematic elements, 
and not just personal traits. In the third Arden edition of the same play, David Scott 
Kastan elaborates on Falstaff's "uncanny ability to overwhelm the dramatic structures 
from which he took life. No doubt Falstaff is the character easiest to imagine existing 
outside the plot of the play." For this reason, Kastan asserts that "Falstaff never quite fits 
into the restrictive frames of the history plays in which he appears."303 The representation 
and enlargement of characters beyond their given personas to encompass larger worlds 
was a typically Romantic ideal. With his Falstaff, Verdi broke past the rigid and 
301 Christopher Ricks, Allusion to the Poets (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 1. 
302 A. R. Humphreys, Introduction in The Arden Shakespeare: The First Part of King Henry IV (London: 
Methuen and Co., 1960), xli. 
303 David Scott Kastan, Introduction in The Arden Shakespeare: The First Part of King Henry IV (London: 
Arden Shakespeare Books, 2002), 49. 
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superficial boundaries of prior operatic norms so that he could fully explore the hidden 
potential of the character. 
Although the period m which the composer lived is often associated with 
conservatism and tradition - as Eliot said, a time "when sins were still scarlet"304 - it 
was also an era of innovation. In discussing Victorian poetry, Ricks cites the "sheer 
originality, for instance, of the dramatic monologue, and of nonsense-verse,"305 and he 
identifies "the most valuable legacy of Romantic verse to Victorian verse, that which 
enabled the Victorians not only to understand "the true voice of feeling' but also to 
understand how feeling has many more true voices than even Keats had sensed."306 Verdi 
was a prime example of this type of "sheer originality," because he perceived that 
Falstaff had "many more voices" than perhaps Shakespeare understood. Instead of 
deploring his weaknesses and dismissing him as a frivolous buffoon, Verdi and Boito 
discovered the nobility concealed beneath the flippancy. By doing this, they pushed past 
the limits of the play in true Romantic fashion. If Shakespeare had not been pressured to 
produce The Merry Wives of Windsor so quickly in order to please Queen Elizabeth, 
perhaps he would have developed the role more fully in the way that Verdi imagined. In 
any case, it is clear that he portrayed the role in a Shakespearean manner by fmding 
redemptive qualities amidst the obvious flaws. Verdi simply created a more plausible and 
well-rounded Falstaff, replete with supplementary attributes. Although it is an 
304 T. S. Eliot, "The Borderline of Prose" in The New Statesman, IX. 215 ( 19 May 1917), 156. 
305 
ed. Christopher Ricks, Introduction in The New Oxford Book of Victorian Verse (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press: 2008), xxix. 
306 Ibid.), XXX. 
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exaggeration to claim that the libretto was superior to the plays, Verdi did indeed 
improve upon Shakespeare's original character. 
Comparative Editorial Decisions and Verdi's Correspondence 
One of the most critical sources for studying the development of Falstaff and other 
operas is the collection of Verdi's correspondence. In analyzing different compilations, it 
is essential to determine the dependability of the book, as well as its usefulness as an 
accessible reference guide. Two editions of Giuseppe Verdi's letters, Hans Busch's 
Verdi's Falstaff in Letters and Contemporary Reviews and Franz Werfel and Paul 
Stefan's Verdi: The Man in his Letters, provide an intriguing contrast between different 
editorial approaches to presentation and annotation. In the preface to his book, Busch 
quotes Werfel and Stefan and agrees with their assertion that a selection of letters must 
expose "a life full of truth and without illusions."307 Yet, a scholarly collection of 
correspondence must go beyond mere factual presentation. A distinctive edition will also 
provide the reader with concise, erudite notes and a textual arrangement that facilitates 
the flow of reading and comprehension. Despite Werfel and Stefan's title, both editions 
are basically epistolary compendia with a similar academic readership. A close 
comparison of the two books reveals Busch to be the superior editor and commentator. 
His precise and thorough treatment of the text is in stark contrast to the less considered 
display and inadequate annotation ofWerfel and Stefan. 
307 Hans Busch , ed. and tr., Verdi's Falstaff in Letters and Contemporary Reviews (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1997), xi. 
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A significant distinction between the two editions is that Werfel and Stefan chose 
only to include Verdi's letters, whereas Busch opts for both Verdi's letters and those of 
his recipients. The effect of the latter editorial decision is that the reader has a much fuller 
understanding of events. The larger picture is especially pertinent to Verdi, since he often 
wrote and responded in rapid succession with his correspondents. An example would be 
the numerous letters that Boito and Verdi exchanged in the early days of the Falstaff 
libretto. If one were to read only Verdi's letters, the outcome would be a rather disjointed 
and incomplete account. To be fair, Werfel and Stefan's edition spans Verdi's entire life 
while Busch limits his focus to the Falstaff correspondence. If they had included the 
recipients' letters, the book would have been more voluminous, which may have been a 
publishing consideration. Nevertheless, both editors made a selection, and the sparse and 
often insufficiently descriptive notes in the Werfel-Stefan book do little to compensate 
for their decision to include only one side ofthe story. 
In most cases, Busch's annotation is succinct and appropriate. For instance, he 
provides parallel sources in notes such as "See Barbian . . ." without critical 
commentary. 308 Busch adheres to the editorial principal of providing necessary detail 
without undue elaboration. He also does not succumb to the temptation to showcase his 
own knowledge, and understands that his role is subordinate to that of the author. In other 
words, he understands that those who purchase the book wish to read more about Verdi 
than Busch. While Werfel and Stefan also refrain from unnecessary commentary and 
interpretation, their scant annotation is plagued by insufficient detail. On average, their 
308 Ibid., 85. 
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edition has only one short note for every five letters. An example of a typical Werfel-
Stefan note is: "After the opening of 'Falstaff' it was seriously suggested that Verdi be 
made Marquis ofBusseto."309 The editors neither ask nor address the obvious question of 
who tried to confer the title on Verdi, and offer no further information about the incident. 
Although they provide some helpful textual notes, such as musical definitions (e.g., p. 
278), their contextual commentary is sparse and deficient. 
Werfel and Stefan also omit some of the more noteworthy correspondence that Busch 
includes. An example of an oversight is their exclusion of Verdi's letter to Ricordi dated 
28 November 1892. This letter is important because it demonstrates Verdi's keen 
attention to performance and his detailed supervision of every musical note, as shown in 
several handwritten bars in which he specifies his exact wishes.310 When, in the same 
letter, the composer writes "Further on, page 285, I have adjusted a few notes for 
Fenton's breathing," we see that Verdi is also an astute master ofvocal technique, which 
is imperative for composers. The letter also shows that although Verdi is flexible enough 
to adapt his music for the singers' convenience, he was nonetheless adamant about the 
correct reproduction of his composition. It is surprising that Werfel and Stefan chose not 
to include this letter, and those of a similar nature, in their collection. 
Without access to the autograph sources that are used for translation, it is impossible 
to determine whether any given text is accurate. Neither Busch nor Werfel and Stefan 
provide original documents for comparative purposes. The only information given in the 
Busch book is that he is both editor and translator, while Stefan states in his epilogue that 
309 Werfel and Stefan, Verdi, 411. 
310 Busch, Verdi's Falstaff, 313-14. 
163 
he was the translator for the first edition, and then consulted Edward Downes as a 
collaborative translator for the newer "Vienna House" edition. Although the Busch and 
Werfel-Stefan editions seldom contain the same letters, it is useful to compare them when 
they do in order to evaluate the quality of their respective translation and annotation. 
Both editions include Verdi's letter of 18 September 1892 to Giulio Ricordi. 311 
Aside from a prefatory note for a name mentioned in the letter, Werfel and Stefan offer 
no further annotation. By contrast, Busch provides five footnotes that are concise and 
instructive. In terms of translation, when the two texts coincide, their versions are 
essentially the same. Regarding content, Werfel and Stefan omit a crucial passage. 
Although they dutifully place an ellipsis, the exclusion is misguided because the missing 
text contains evidence that Verdi relied on Ricordi to help him with corrections in the 
published score: "There are a few mistakes in the score, which I beg you to mark so that I 
can correct them. "312 It may be they excluded the additional text to economize on space, 
however their decision was short-sighted because the passage demonstrates Verdi's 
concern with detail. Another significant variation in the two editions is that Werfel and 
Stefan include a facsimile of two diagrams in Verdi's handwriting that were included in 
the letter. Busch, on the other hand, uses printed typeface instead of the handwritten 
notes, albeit with the same layout of the original diagrams. While seeing an original 
drawing is normally preferable, in this instance the typewritten diagram is more helpful 
because the autograph version is entirely illegible. Optimally, an editor should provide 
both the original note and a printed description if the former is unreadable. 
311 Busch, Verdi's Falstaff, 257-60 and Werfel·Stefan, Verdi: The Man, 406-410. 
312 Busch, Verdi's Falstaff, 257. 
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A second example of how the two editions treat the same document is Verdi's letter 
to Edoardo Mascheroni dated 10 August 1893.313 Werfel and Stefan give a single 
prefatory note, while Busch provides nine footnotes with more thorough details about the 
unknown names in the letter and the contextual background of the subject matter. The 
Busch version of the letter contains a section that Werfel-Stefan chose to omit (with a 
bracketed ellipsis). Whether or not the excluded text qualifies as an oversight is debatable 
since the missing phrases contain some reference to performance, but only in a passing 
manner. As for the remainder of the letter, both Busch and Werfel-Stefan have roughly 
the same translation. 
A third example of the different approaches of Busch and Werfel-Stefan is in their 
treatment of Verdi's letter of26 Aprill891 to Boito.314 The following excerpts show the 
dissimilarities in their translations: 
Busch: 
Dear Boito, I must go to St. Agata right away to see to my affairs and could not come 
to Milan at this time. We are in the midst of packing; tomorrow morning the servants 
will leave, and the day after tomorrow we shall leave at 7 o'clock in the morning, in 
order to be at St. Agata by about 3 p.m. 
Wertel-Ste[an: 
Dear Boito: I must leave at once for St. Agata to look after some business of mine, 
and I could not go to Milan at present. They are packing our valises now, tomorrow 
the servants leave, and day after tomorrow we shall leave at seven in the morning and 
be at St. Agata around three in the afternoon. 
Again, the absence of the original Italian is an impediment. While the substance of both 
translations is essentially the same, the disparities make one wonder whether, for 
instance, the original letter had a colon or comma after packing, and whether Verdi 
313 Busch, Verdi's Falstaff, 422-23 and Werfel-Stefan, Verdi: The Man, 418-19. 
314 Busch, Verdi's Falstaff, 127-28 and Werfel-Stefan, Verdi: The Man, 399-401. 
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spelled out his numbers. Busch seems to be more adept at translation, given that Werfel 
and Stefan neglect to put a "the" before "day after tomorrow," and that their use of the 
word "valise" is awkward in English, resembling more the Italian word for suitcase, 
valigia, or the French equivalent, valise. 
Most disturbing is that after the first two paragraphs, Busch brings the letter to a 
close without bracketed ellipses, while Werfel and Stefan's text continues for more than a 
page. In their longer version of the letter, Verdi elaborates on the roles of the conductor, 
chorus-master, and stage manager. Neither edition clarifies why there is a significant 
discrepancy in the length of the letter. The only evidence for the remote possibility that 
Busch abridged the letter is the presence of an ellipsis within the main body of the 
document, although it is unlikely because the ellipsis is not located at the point where 
Werfel and Stefan continue with their additional text. Since the ellipsis in question is not 
present in the Werfel-Stefan version, it is unclear whether it is Verdi's own punctuation 
mark. Since they say nothing about having combined the letter with another, the variation 
remains a mystery. One clue might be that Busch and Werfel-Stefan cite different 
publication sources for the letter (Carteggio Verdi-Boito and Copialettere di Giuseppe 
Verdi respectively). Busch takes the additional step of providing the autograph location 
(Istituto di Studi Verdiani, Parma). Considering that he is also the sole translator instead 
of relying on others as in the case of Stefan, one might reasonably assume that Busch is 
the more reliable editor. Another factor that supports his reliability is his statement in his 
editorial notes: 
In presenting the letters, every effort has been made to follow the original text. 
Therefore, such matters as paragraph breaks, misspellings of names, idiosyncratic 
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punctuation, groups of dots an dashes, or the word hotel with or without 
circumflex, etc., are all reproduced as they appear in the autographs.315 
Nevertheless it would be necessary to compare the transcribed texts to the original 
documents to determine the precise contents ofVerdi's letter. 
James Grier's description of the precarious nature of unexplained editorial 
decisions in The Critical Editing of Music is a fitting summary of this sort of discrepancy: 
More important to the critical users of an edition are two other matters. First, they 
seek unequivocal indication that a particular reading arises from editorial 
intervention. Not all editors are as frank with their audience as they might be. 
How frequent is the remark "Obvious errors are silently corrected?" Obvious to 
whom? And corrected in what way? Second, and even more important, the user 
would like to know why the editor preferred one reading over another.316 
While one may argue that variations in punctuation matter less in a collection of letters 
than with poetry, the discrepancies between the Busch and Werfel-Stefan editions 
demonstrate that this is not at all the case. As Grier points out, it is vital that editors 
explain why they chose a particular reading of a text, and whether their version replicated 
the original document in its entirety. It is apparent from the major differences between 
Busch and Werfel-Stefan's arrangement of Verdi's letter of26 April1891 that one or the 
other edition recorded the document erroneously by abridging it or combining it with 
another letter without informing the reader of the changes. 
In a similar vein, Werfel and Stefan regularly omit Verdi's closing sentences from 
their letters (as compared with Busch who includes them), and they repeatedly leave out 
entire passages from the body of the letters, which is indicated by their many bracketed 
315 Busch, Verdi's Falstaff, xxii. 
316 James Grier, The Critical Editing of Music: History, Method, and Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 8. 
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ellipses.317 Perhaps they are attempting to shorten the text to appeal to a modem 
readership whom they assume do not have the patience to read entire letters. However, 
the tactic seems ill~advised. In his book Textual Scholarship, D.C. Greetham discusses 
emendations such as these, and quotes G. Thomas Tanselle's views on editing personal 
correspondence. Greetham agrees with Tanselle's assertion that a scholarly editor should 
"transcribe correspondence etc. as is, and not attempt to normalize it for the modem 
reader."318 Many Verdi scholars, such as Mary Jane Phillips~Matz, offer high praise for 
the quality and reliability of Hans Busch's annotated editions of Verdi's 
correspondence. 319 Despite the ambiguity surrounding Verdi's letter of 26 April 1891, the 
superior quality of Busch's scholarly notes and meticulous textual presentation surpasses 
Franz Werfel and Paul Stefan's endeavor. Yet, the Werfel-Stefan edition is not without 
merit, as is evident in their inclusion of Verdi's will and the critical restraint of their 
annotation. Stefan elaborates on the latter editorial principle in his epilogue: 
We think a true picture of the composer can emerge only from a chronological 
arrangement of the letters, which none of the Italian editions offers. Likewise, 
almost all of them are over-loaded with explanations, while we have sought to 
give only the essential ones. 320 
Although they refrain from excessive annotation and critical interpretation, the notes they 
do provide are far too sparse and deficient. Their average of one note for every five 
letters, with habitually incomplete information, simply disqualifies their book from being 
considered a scholarly work. 
317 (e.g., 135, 194,229,303, 342,410,429, etc.). 
318 D.C. Greetham, Textual Scholarship: An Introduction (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1994), 351. 
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An assessment of a serious edition naturally focuses on the accuracy and erudition 
of the annotation. But presentation is also crucial because of its power to enhance or 
detract from the study of the text. Hence, it is ironic that in a major book of a composer's 
letters, Werfel and Stefan would pay so little attention to artistic and imaginative 
presentation. Considering that the target audience includes those who are directly 
involved, or at least interested, in the fine arts, they ignore the fact that the readership 
would likely desire a refined, visually appealing display of the letters. The editor of an 
epistolary collection - like the composer of a musical score - must arrange the notes 
clearly enough so as not to interrupt the flow of reading. Unfortunately, with their tiny 
113 inch margins, indistinct textual delineations (no space is given between the editorial 
notes and text), and identically sized typeface for the letters and annotation, Werfel and 
Stefan oblige readers to stop and decipher the notes rather than listen to the music, so to 
speak. By contrast, Busch not only succeeds in providing his readers with adroit scholarly 
notation, but also provides an attractive visual frame in which the artist's works are 
displayed to their best advantage. With his generous margins, understated note size, well-
proportioned spacing, elegant motifs, and images of Verdi's handwritten music, Busch's 
presentation shows an understanding of creative detail that mirrors his perceptive 
annotative commentary on the composer's letters. 
Evidence of Performance Theory and Re Lear Chronology in Folger Letter 
In the analysis of Verdi's libretti, including Falstaff, two scholars offer insight 
that is helpful, but that at times seems unwarranted given a lack of reliable evidence. Paul 
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Henry Lang, a musicologist, and Mary Jane Phillips-Matz, biographer and Co-founder of 
the American Institute for Verdi Studies, make specific arguments that can be challenged 
and refuted by a virtually unknown Verdi letter located at the Folger Shakespeare 
Library. The letter was written to Verdi's friend and French music publisher, Leon 
Escudier, on 30 June 1865. The location of most of Verdi's correspondence is well-
known and thoroughly documented in numerous scholarly sources. Most of his letters are 
housed at or made available to archives or, less commonly, listed as part of private 
collections. Since Verdi produced musical works, it is not surprising that most experts 
would not think of exploring a source such as the Folger Library for his letters. 
While researching Falstaff, I found that one particular claim struck a dissonant 
chord: Paul Henry Lang's insistence that Verdi cared nothing about the stage sets and 
costumes in his operas. The following excerpt from Lang's book The Experience of 
Opera is an example of his views on this matter: 
Verdi wanted to represent in his music not things seen but things divined; as in a 
portrait, not the faithful copy but the truth perceived is the real art. Historical and 
philological accuracy, so dear to Wagner, meant nothing to Verdi, nor even the 
sets and costumes (though he was extremely solicitous about good theater); he 
wanted his figures to sing so that the listener forgot about everything else and saw 
human experiences.321 
One example of evidence against Lang's claim is that in some of his letters, Verdi 
scrawled diagrams of certain stage details. For instance, in his January 1865 letter to 
Escudier322 as well as his 18 September 1892 letter to Giulio Ricordi, 323 the composer 
321 Lang, The Experience of Opera, 135. 
322 Werfel and Stefan, Verdi: The Man, 236. 
323 Busch, Verdi's Falstaff, 258-259. 
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sketched images of some of his ideas for the operas. Yet because the diagrams did not 
give full details, they might be considered inconclusive. Nevertheless, even a cursory 
reading about Verdi's creative style in different sources reveals him to be deeply 
interested in the minutiae of performance. How, then, could someone so concerned about 
the accurate rendition of his operas be unconcerned with their staging? Furthermore, 
Verdi was famous for rehearsing his singers for hours on end over a single line of text. 
How, then, could he be dismissive about where they stood and how they looked when 
they performed his music? Although some might conclude that Lang's knowledge of 
Verdi was limited, his books and commentary are widely distributed and consulted. 
Despite this, even before I discovered a crucial Verdi document at the Folger 
Shakespeare Library, it seemed impossible to accept Lang's argument that these decisive 
elements "meant nothing to Verdi." 
When I went to the Folger Library, I was able to locate a letter by Verdi under the 
heading of King Lear, which I was told was their underground vaults and labeled 
"unmarked Box XXX." In the beautifully preserved and apparently rarely touched letter 
were Verdi's handwritten notes and outline for his opera Re Lear. Not only that, but on 
the last page he had drawn a detailed picture of the set for the cave scene. (Please see 
next page) 
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The Folger document pictured above is far more elaborate than the sketches in the 
previously cited Verdi correspondence. In this diagram, Verdi meticulously drew a stage 
scene for his opera Re Lear, based on Shakespeare's King Lear, which he eventually 
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decided not to pursue. His detailed picture of the cave ("grotta i/luminata") that is 
featured in the play, replete with focal points and lines akin to spokes on a wheel for the 
staging of the singers, offers irrefutable proof against Lang's contention that he did not 
concern himself with production details such as stage effects and set design. The fact that 
he also took the trouble to draw out such specific instructions for the performance of his 
opera confirms his reputation as a single-minded, even autocratic, composer and 
collaborator. 
Another useful application for the Folger letter is to correct the chronological 
scenario for theRe Lear composition that Mary Jane Phillips-Matz includes in her book 
on Verdi. In her biography, she compiles considerable documentary evidence to support 
her account of the composer's life and the creation of his scores. Phillips-Matz pieces 
together a picture of Verdi's attempts to create the Re Lear opera. She quotes from 
Verdi's letters of 19 and 30 June 1865 to Leon Escudier in which the composer discusses 
the pros and cons of making Re Lear. She also discusses four pages of musical sketches 
for Re Lear that Verdi possibly made at this time. Two of these pages are housed at the 
Library for the Performing Arts at Lincoln Center and two are in Phillips-Matz's own 
collection. The musical draft was previously owned by Carolyn Allen Perera, and is 
therefore called the "Perera Sketch." Phillips-Matz points out that the text from the Perera 
sketch is remarkably like the Carlo Rusconi translation of King Lear of 1838. This 
confluence is significant because Verdi used Rusconi's translations for his previous 
Shakespearean operas. However, Phillips-Matz argues that there is no evidence to 
support the assertion that these musical sketches were genuinely Verdi's because the 
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handwriting is different from his usual style, and is illegible in some places. 324 Since the 
sketches are inaccessible to outside scholars, it is impossible to verify this conclusion. 
Nevertheless, even if her description is accurate, her reasoning is faulty, since many 
writers and artists are known to have had many variations in their handwriting. Editor 
Hans Busch, for instance, writes about having spent decades studying Verdi's 
correspondence and "deciphering the scratches and scrawls in his autographs."325 
Phillips-Matz then offers the following scenario: 
A previously undiscovered document, found in 1990 in a private collection in 
Italy, may shed light on theRe Lear sketch. It is a farm account, dated by Verdi 
'Harvest of Com, year 1867'. There are many similarities between his hand here 
and that of the Perera sketch, particularly in several of the capital letters and 
whole syllables. This suggests that he may have worked on Re Lear at about this 
time.326 
Thus, Phillips-Matz concludes that Verdi did not work on Re Lear in mid-1865, but 
rather in 1867. However, the date of the Folger letter of Verdi to Escudier is 11 May 
1865, which clearly establishes that he was working on Re Lear in 1865. The evidence of 
the letter also sheds light on the two aforementioned letters to Escudier in June of 1865. 
Considering that Verdi discussed the merits of going forward with Re Lear in the June 
letters, and that we now see he also wrote to Escudier in May with stage drawings for the 
opera, it confirms that the composer was actively working on the opera in mid-1865, and 
not in 1867 as Phillips-Matz asserts. 
324 Phillips-Matz, Verdi: A Biography, 499-502. 
325 Hans Busch, Verdi's Falstaff, xi. 
326 Phillips-Matz, Verdi: A Biography, 502. 
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The likely sequence of events in 1865 surrounding the creation of Re Lear -
Verdi exchanging letters with close collaborators, producing libretto sketches, and then 
stage plans and musical sketches - is typical of the composer's creative process. In his 
Grove Music article "The last style: 'Otello" (1887) and 'Falstaff (1893)," Roger Parker 
describes Verdi's practice: 
Although Verdi was now firmly established as an international figure who could -
and did - dictate his own terms, he continued to compose in the old manner: from 
sketches to continuity draft to 'skeleton score' to full orchestration. He also 
continued to pay careful attention to the singers at his disposal, and was willing to 
adjust passages to accommodate them. 327 
Thus, it is more than likely that Verdi followed a process similar to what Parker describes 
in his concept for Re Lear in mid-1865: making stage and production outlines in his May 
1865 Folger Letter to Escudier and beginning the musical drafts in the Perera Sketches. 
Although the plan to go ahead with the Re Lear project was still open in Verdi's letter to 
Escudier of 30 June 1865, his letter to the director of the Paris Opera, Auguste Perrin, on 
21 July 1865 shows that Verdi had begun to abandon the idea by mid-summer. In the 
latter correspondence, Verdi explains his reasons for deciding against the Re Lear 
project: "As for Re Lear, the distribution of the roles is difficult, and it is impossible to 
find a Cordelia. This drama, too, lacks spectacle. Otherwise, it is a sublime subject that I 
adore." 328 
327 Roger Parker, "The last style: 'Otello" (1887) and 'Falstaff' (1893)." Grove Music Online. 
http://www .oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/29191 pg9 (February 10, 20 I 1 ). 
328 Phillips-Matz, Verdi, 500. 
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Textual Contrasts in the Falstaf/Libretto and the Original Plays 
Verdi's and Boito's intermingling of texts from the four plays containing Falstaff 
was highly effective in building a credible and extraordinary character. His Honor 
Speech at the end of Act I, Scene I of the opera ("Puo l 'onore riempirvi Ia pancia?") 
comes from the Honor Catechism in Act V, Scene I of Henry IV, Part I, as he prepares 
for the Battle of Shrewsbury. Because it is such a memorable passage, both for the beauty 
of the language and the wonderful humor, it is essential to see how well it fared in 
translation and adaptation to the aria format: 
Shakespeare: 
Well, 'tis no matter, honor pricks me on. Yea, but how if honor prick me off 
when I come on? how then? Can honor set to a leg? No. Or an arm? No. Or 
take away the grief of a wound? No. Honor hath no skill in surgery, then? No. 
What is honor? A word. What is in that word honor? What is that honor? Air. 
A trim reckoning! Who hath it? He that died a' Wednesday. Doth he feel it? 
No. Doth he hear it? No. 'Tis insensible then? Yea, to the dead. But will it not 
live with the living? No. Why? Detraction will not suffer it. Therefore I'll none 
of it. Honor is a mere scutcheon. And so ends my catechism. 
(V.i.129-141) 
Italian: 
Puo l'onore riempirvi Ia pancia? No. Puo l'onor rimettervi uno stinco? Non 
puo. Ne un piede? No. N'e un dito? No. Ne un cappello? No! L'onor non e 
chirurgo. Che e dunque? Una parola. Che c'e in questa parola? C'e dell'aria 
che vola. Bel construtto! L'onore lo puo sentir chi e morto? No. Vive sol col 
vivi? Neppure: perche a torto lo gonfian le lusinghe, lo corrompe l'orgoglio, 
L'ammorban le calunnie; e per me non ne voglio, no! Ma, per tornare a voi, 
furfanti, ho atteso troppo, E vi discaccio. 
Translation: 
Can honor fill your belly? No. Can honor mend a broken leg? It cannot. Or a 
foot? No. Or a finger? No. Or a hair? No. Honor is no surgeon. What is it, then? 
A word. What is in that word? Air, that flies away. A fine benefit! Can a dead 
man feel honor? No. Does it exist only with the living? Not even that, for flattery 
falsely inflates it, pride corrupts it, slanders taint it; as for me, I want none of it! 
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But to return to you, you scoundrels, I've been patient too long, and now I'm 
throwing you out. 
Although he shortens the speech, Verdi retains its meaning. The minor omissions, such as 
'Or an arm?' are not significant. However, much of the poetic language is lost, 
particularly if Shakespeare's "Honor hath no skill in surgery, then?" is compared to the 
libretto's dull "Honor is no surgeon." It would have been better for Verdi and Boito not 
to add their own reflection "Air, that flies away" and instead keep original lines like 
"Honor is a mere scutcheon," which is far more evocative of the type of people, such as 
the nobility, who cherish it. 
Verdi also places the Honor Speech much earlier in the opera than it was in the 
play, which is understandable given that Falstaff is the protagonist. His choice of putting 
the lively aria at the end of the scene has the effect of a rousing fmale that firmly 
establishes the personality and outlook of the character. In the play, the scene ends with 
Falstaffs last phrase, "And so ends my catechism" with the stage direction "exit." In the 
opera, the ending is much more humorous: Verdi's Falstaff picks up a broom and 
"furiously" chases Bardolph and Pistol saying "0/a! Lesti! AI galoppo! II capestro assai 
bene vista. Ladri! Via di qua!" ("Ho there! Quick, quick! At the gallop! At the gallop! 
The noose will suit you well. Thieves! Out of here! Get out of here! Get out of here!") 
The stage direction is: "Bardolph and Pistol flee through the door at the left, with Falstaff 
in pursuit." It is a classic comic set-up that leaves the audience laughing with anticipation 
for the next scene. 
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Another noteworthy element taken from Shakespeare's Henry IV, Part I is when 
Falstaff remembers his youthful thin figure in the opera's Act II, Scene II. The lines that 
the libretto draws from are "When I was about thy years, Hal, I was not an eagle's talon 
in the waist, I could have crept into any alderman's thumb-ring" (/Henry IV, II.iv.325-
328), and the addition of a single line from Henry Jv, Part II in Shallow's words "Then 
was Jack Falstaff a boy, and page to Thomas Mowbray, Duke ofNorfolk" (III.ii.25-27): 
Italian: 
Quand 'ero paggio 
Del Duca di Norfolk ero sottile, 
Ero un mirraggio 
Vago, leggero, gentile, gentile. 
Quello era il tempo del mio verde aprile, 
Quello era il tempo del mio lieto maggio, 
Tant 'era smilzo, flessibile e snello 
Che sarei guizzato attraverso un anello. 
Quand 'ero paggio, ecc. 
Translation: 
When I was page to the Duke ofNorfolk I was slender, 
I was a vision, 
attractive, light, charming, charming. 
That was the time of my verdant April, 
that was the time of my merry May. 
I was so lean, supple and nimble 
that I could have slipped through a ring 
When I was a page, etc. 
The rhyming lines of the libretto are more poetic that the translation: paggio - mirraggio 
- maggio; sottile- gentile- aprile; snello- anello. It is significant that Verdi chose to 
retain the English names, such as Norfolk, though they may have been awkward to Italian 
listeners. His contemporaries were not as scrupulous. For instance, in Gounod's Romeo et 
Juliette (1867), librettists Jules Barbier and Michel Carre altered Shakespeare's names to 
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reflect French tastes: Balthasar became Stephano, Nurse became Gertrude, and Prince 
Escalus became the Duke of Verona. 
The libretto also interprets the same I Henry IV lines in additional comments that 
Falstaff makes about his rotund figure. Complaining that Bardolph and Pistol will be the 
ruin of him with their antics, he says: 
Italian: 
Mi struggete le carni. Se Falstaff s 'assottiglia non e piu lui, nessun piu I 'ama; 
in quest'addome c 'e un migliaio di lingue che annunciano il mio nome! 
Translation: 
You destroy my flesh! If Falstaff grows thin he'll no longer be himself, no one 
will love him' in this paunch are a thousand tongues proclaiming my name! 
The casual way in which Verdi and Boito manipulate the text of the plays can be jarring, 
especially considering the virtuosity of Shakespeare's language in the original versions. 
Melchiori considers The Merry Wives of Windsor to be "the most thorough exploitation 
of the potentialities of the English language in all its nuances."329 However, given that 
they had to both translate from English and adapt the verse so it could be sung, some 
allowance has to be made for the loss of poetic beauty. Another example from Falstaff's 
monologue in Act Ill, Scene I of the opera shows a better treatment of the text from I 
Henry IV: 
Shakespeare: 
A plague of all cowards! Give me a cup of sack, rogue. Is there no virtue 
extant?" (ll.iv.117-119). 
Italian: 
Mondo ladra. -Mondo rubaldo. Reo mondo! 
329 Giorgio Melchiori, Introduction in The Arden Shakespeare: The Merry Wives of Windsor (London: 
Thomas Nelson & Sons, 2000), 5. 
Taverniere, un bicchier di vin caldo . 
. . . Mondo reo. Non c 'e piu virtu. Tutto dec/ina. 
Translation: 
A thieving world. - A scoundrelly world. A wicked world! 
Innkepper, a tankard of mulled wine. 
A wicked world! There's no honor left. Everything's in decline. 
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The essential meaning is translated, however Verdi and Boito add text such as "A wicked 
world." The libretto's "There's no honor left. Everything's in decline" is definitely no 
match for Shakespeare's exquisitely simple "Is there no virtue extant?" 
Finally, there are a number of isolated lines that, as James Hepokoski says, "flash 
forth" from the play to the opera. 330 An example of one such line is from I Henry IV: 
"Have you any levers to lift me up again?" (II.ii.33) This sentence was originally said by 
Falstaff at Gad's Hill when he was afraid to lie down and put his ear on the ground. Boito 
transfers it to the last scene (III.ii) with Falstaff lying down, and Bardolph and Pistol 
prodding him with their feet telling him "Get up, you!" ("Alzati, olaf''). He says he 
cannot, and lifts his head asking for a crane: "Bring me a crane!" ( "Portatemi una 
gruel") Another line is a rare improvement on the original "I am as vigilant as a cat to 
steal cream" (1 Henry IV, IV.ii.58-9). In Act II, Scene 1 of the opera, Falstaff says: 
"L 'uomo ritorna a/ vizio, La gatta a/ /ardo" (Man returns to his vices like a cat to 
cream). 
A passage that shows Verdi tried to respect the original play is when Falstaff tells 
Pistol and Nym that Mistress Alice Ford is pursuing him: 
Shakespeare: 
330 Hepokoski, Falstaff, 27. 
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Fal. I have writ me here a letter to her; and here another to Page's wife, who 
even now gave me good eyes too, examined my parts with most judicious 
reilliades: sometimes the beam of her view gilded my foot, sometimes my portly 
belly. 
Pist. Then did the sun on dunghill shine. 
Nym. I thank thee for that humour. 
Fal. 0! she did so course o'er my exteriors with such a greedy intention, that 
the appetite of her eye did seem to scorch me up like a burning-glass. Here's 
another letter to her: she bears the purse too; she is a region in Guiana, all gold 
and bounty. (Merry Wives, I.iii58-69) 
Italian: 
Alice e il nome, e un giorno come passar mi vide ne'suoi paraggi, rise. 
M'ardea l'estro amatorio nel cor. La dea vibrava raggi di specchio ustorio su 
me, su me, sul fianco baldo, sul gran torace, sul maschio pie, sul Justo saldo, 
erto, capace: E il suo desir in lei fulgea si al mio congiunto che parea dir: '/o 
son di Sir John Falstaff. 
Translation: 
Alice is her name, and one day, as she saw me passing by her neighborhood, 
she smiled. The fire of love flared up in my heart. The goddess shone rays 
through a burning-glass on me, on me, on my gallant flank, my broad chest, 
my manly foot, my sturdy upright, ample frame; and desire so burned in her at 
the sight of me that she seemed to say: 'I am Sir John Falstaff's'. 
Although Verdi and Boito did their best to adhere to the original text, they could not 
replicate the exact terminology because the Italian censors would never have approved 
the libretto. For instance, the references to Alice examining his body parts would be 
deleted. Verdi modified Shakespeare's depiction of Alice lustily looking over Falstaff by 
describing her as a goddess who "shone rays" on him. Pistol's comic quip about the sun 
shining on a dunghill is also omitted because apparently, vulgar references were no 
laughing matters. Also, the original "she is a region in Guiana, all gold and bounty" is 
loosely reproduced as "Castoro saran le mie Go/conde e le mie Coste d'oro!" ("They 
shall be my Golconda and my Gold Coast!") Although Alice gazes on Falstaffs feet and 
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belly as in the original version, the emphasis is on his torso, and not the other more 
delicate body parts. 
While the libretto has Ford inviting Sir John to the feast at the end of the opera, 
Shakespeare's humorous reference to Master Brook lying with his wife that evening is 
not preserved. The line probably would not have been acceptable to the Italian censors. 
Instead, Verdi and Boito borrow a phrase from As You Like It: "All the world's a stage, I 
And all the men and women merely players" (II.vii.l39-140). The entire cast joins 
Falstaff in the final fugue: 
Tutto nel mondo e bur/a. L 'uom e nato bur/one 
Everything in the world is a jest 
Man is born a jester 
James Hepokoski suggests that Boito and Verdi did not interpret this line from As You 
Like It in the cynical way in which it is normally understood, but rather in a festive 
sense. 331 However, Roger Parker argues that the fmal words in the fugue were meant in 
an ironic way: 
Boito succeeds brilliantly here because his wit and his love for strange words are 
applied to a lesser play and give it new luster. Verdi's quicksilver music belies his 
nearly eighty years in this, his nearest approach to a true ensemble opera, 
climaxed by the biting irony of its fmal fugue. 332 
Parker's conclusion is less persuasive. The generally convivial tone of the opera suggests 
that the text from As You Like It is meant more in the jovial sense that Hepokoski 
describes. Furthermore, the final lines of the libretto indicate a merry atmosphere: 
331 Ibid., 28-29. 
332 Parker, Oxford Illustrated Opera, 198. 
Italian: 
Tutti gabbati! Irride 
'un l'atro ogni mortal, 
Ma ride ben chi ride 
La risata final. 
Translation: 
We are all creatures of fun. 
Every mortal laughs at one another. 
But he laughs best 
who has the last laugh. 
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The emphasis on laughter and the statement that "We are all creatures of fun" are meant 
in a good-humored way and do not suggest a sneering attitude. 
Summary 
While it is true that Verdi and Boito made a number of textual changes in 
adapting lines from the plays, it is also apparent that they made a rigorous effort to 
respect the original source. Herbert Lindenberger observes that, "Despite the continuity 
of interest they have aroused over time, Shakespeare's plays have been subject to the 
most fundamental changes in acting style, scenic production, and literary interpretation," 
and concludes that "despite all the changes to which they can be subjected, Shakespeare's 
plays have remained recognizably their author's works in a way that no opera could with 
comparable changes in musical scoring."333 Lindenberger accurately describes the myriad 
variations of Shakespeare's works. However, the suggestion that a score would be 
unfamiliar with similar changes is less convincing. The reason the Shakespearean 
productions remain recognizable is that they retain the most important features of the 
333 Lindenberger, Opera, 37-38. 
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plays, such as the plot, characters, and similar text. So long as the same features are 
preserved in operatic productions, substituting text with musical notation, it is likely they 
too would be identifiable. Even when variations are made with instrumental scores, the 
more famous would still be known: One need only repeat the first four notes of 
Beethoven's Fifth Symphony and the piece is instantly recognizable. 
The Verdi letter from the Folger Shakespeare Library is a crucial ptece of 
evidence that refutes erroneous conclusions about his staging philosophy and the 
chronology of his Re Lear composition. It also has larger implications for scholars who, 
like Lang, make bold assertions without bothering to substantiate them. The letter 
confirms that Verdi was meticulously concerned about staging details, such as prop 
features and the placement of singers, and that he wished to maintain extensive control 
over the minutiae of production. The adventure of unearthing this letter was dampened by 
the difficulty of accessing not only this record, but also even being admitted to the Folger 
archives. It was also quite challenging to gain admission to the American Institute for 
Verdi Studies in New York. Although the people with whom I spoke were very polite, 
their large collection of material may be viewed only through microfilm under the 
supervision of one of the directors. Unfortunately, several of them live out of state or in 
foreign countries, and the others are understandably busy with their own professions. 
Nevertheless, the effort was a worthwhile lesson about the importance of perseverance in 
research. 
As for the inadequacy of Shakespeare's Falstaff, the most significant 
consideration is the likelihood that he was pressured to produce The Merry Wives of 
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Windsor quickly. Even the most exceptional artists need time to produce their 
masterpieces, and he was no exception. An appropriate comparison is J. S. Bach, who 
was under contract while working in Leipzig to compose a full cantata every week. The 
result was that he created rather repetitious works that pale in comparison with the 
splendor of his great pieces, such as the sublime violin concerti. The need for an 
unhurried pace is also evident in the slow movements of many musical works. Contrary 
to appearances, it takes more effort to interpret and play Iento, largo, or adagio pieces 
because every detail and nuance is heard - as opposed to rapid tempos, which can 
disguise many shortcomings. This idea is applicable to soloists as well as to entire 
compositions. Some of the finest music ever written has a slower tempo, such as the 
second movement of Beethoven's Symphony No. 7 (allegretto, but the effect is that of a 
slower piece), Vaughan Williams's "Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis," the second 
movement of Bach's Concerto in D Minor for 2 Violins, or Handel's "He Shall Feed his 
Flock." In the same way, playing this type of music too quickly can ruin its beauty. 
Is it fair to suggest that Verdi's Falstaffwas better than Shakespeare's The Merry 
Wives of Windsor? Not really. Although he and Boito made a diligent effort to faithfully 
adapt the central plot and character features of Shakespeare's play, they were no match 
for the mastery of his language. Their effort to find and reproduce lines relating to 
Falstaff from Henry IV, Part I and Part IL as well as Henry V was commendable, and 
showed Verdi's dedication to the playwright. However, whenever they strayed too far 
from the original text and tried to improvise with their own metaphoric imagery and 
language, the result was very poor. One of the best examples of a failed attempt was 
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when Verdi and Boito replaced Shakespeare's "Honor is a mere scutcheon" with "Air, 
that flies away." The more accurate description of the composer's improvement upon the 
play would be to limit it to the composite character he created in Falstaff. It was a feat 
that not only made a more appealing and well-rounded picture of the man, but one which 
also showed the versatility of his composing skills. In order to produce a complex 
original score, Verdi was accustomed to weave motifs from different sections and repeat 
them with variations to create a harmonious whole. Even the word "symphony" implies 
making a concord of different sounds into a single piece. In a similar fashion, Verdi's 
concept of Falstaff drew on different sources and he fused them into a single creation. 
With Falstaff, Verdi reached the height of his career and composing ability. The 
remarkable enthusiasm he showed when he first discussed the project with Boito is 
evident in the energy of the opera. The uplifting tone of the libretto and music 
demonstrate both his joyful disposition and his confident artistic expression. The last 
lines of the libretto that were taken from As You Like It clearly reflect this spirit rather 
than the type of cynical view and "biting irony" Parker suggests. Given the serenity and 
calm self-assurance he displayed in his music and personal life when he created the 
opera, it is unlikely Verdi would have ended his final work on a bitter note. In fact, he 
only wrote two comic operas, and it had been over fifty years since he wrote the first one, 
Un giorno di regno in 1840. His choice of Falstaff and his sheer delight in composing it 
suggest an optimistic, rather than a skeptical, state of mind. 
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CONCLUSION 
Verdi's Legacy 
Giuseppe Verdi's career as an operatic composer spanned the better part of the 
nineteenth century. His adaptation of Shakespeare noticeably improved from his first 
venture with Macbeth in 1865 to his last work with Falstaff in 1893. His diligent effort 
to faithfully reproduce the original plays was unusual among his contemporaries as well 
as his predecessors, who considered the music to be far more important than any play 
upon which it was based. However, in typically Romantic fashion Verdi pushed past the 
boundaries of convention in the quest to do justice to the playwright's text and vision. 
Considering that Shakespeare was barely known in Italy when he wrote Macbeth, it was 
an astonishing feat. Even those composers who eventually adapted his plays were no 
match for Verdi's assiduous endeavor. As Stanley Sadie writes, he outshone the other 
Shakespearean composers: "The young Wagner, Balfe and Berlioz were also to write 
Shakespeare operas, but again it was Verdi who was to meet the author on something 
closer to his own terms and his own level. "334 
Although he tried to accurately replicate the playwright's plots, characters, and 
central ideas, Verdi and his librettists were unable to capture the metaphoric beauty of the 
language in the plays. This deficiency was due in part to the inevitable difficulties of 
translation and the need to adjust the text to the requirements of the music and the 
singers. Another limitation was the need to conform to the demands of the Italian censors, 
334 Sadie, History of Opera, 159. 
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especially with Macbeth. But perhaps the best explanation is that Shakespeare's poetic 
genius was unrivaled, and though their standards were high, the librettists were unable to 
produce verse on the same level. It would not have been problematic for them to translate 
Lady Macbeth's "To bed, to bed, to bed." Just as G. Wilson Knight confused simplicity 
with being simplistic, sometimes poetry that is understated is fundamentally profound. 
However, it was Knight to whom we owe the wonderful concept of"Othello music." His 
analysis of Shakespeare's use of sharp aural sounds in his "fine single words" inspired 
other critics, such as George Bernard Shaw, who spoke of the play's "sublime word-
music." Giorgio Melchiori followed with his term 'music of words' to describe how 
Shakespeare's incorporation of ballads foreshadowed later operatic technique. The lyrical 
quality of these plays undoubtedly attracted Verdi to create his adaptations. 
The playwright's use of irony and wit particularly appealed to the composer's 
earthier side. Shakespeare's satirical brilliance even extended to his will, when he left his 
wife his "second best bed." After leaving the bulk of his estate to his daughter, Susanna, 
the playwright stipulates that his wife is to receive his second best bed and some other 
furniture. 335 Besides raising the question of strained marital relations, one wonders who 
received his first best bed. It also was not a coincidence that Verdi selected plays that 
featured individual character names for his operas. What resonated with him most was 
the playwright's understanding of the person, with all the vicissitudes of tragedy and 
335 Amanda Mabillard, "Shakespeare's Last Will and Testament," in Shakespeare Online. 20 Aug. 2000 (5 
Jan. 2012). <http://www.shakespeareonline.com/biography/shakespearewill.html > 
188 
happiness that mark every man's life. Verdi's Romantic heart found solace in this poetic 
view ofhuman existence that could find humor and joy amidst all the bitterness. 
Although he carefully read and praised the source plays, Verdi did not hesitate to 
modify the stories when it suited his needs. This effect was not always detrimental, as in 
the case of his reworking the four plays in which Falstaff was featured. Most critics 
argue that the composite character he produced was an improvement over Shakespeare's 
original concept. The composer was well aware of his extraordinary ability to create both 
dramas and music that could withstand the capricious tastes of audiences in different time 
periods. That Verdi conscientiously tried to improve upon his already brilliant music 
right until his death demonstrates an indomitable and endearing spirit. It was no 
coincidence that his choice of subject matter for the last opera, Falstaff, involved a 
character with a jovial spirit who was able to rebound from his inevitable falls and 
weaknesses. While Verdi was not the rascal that his leading character was, he 
nonetheless possessed Falstaff's ability to poke fun at himself, and repeatedly start over 
again with energy and verve. John Rosselli provides a perceptive glimpse into the secret 
of the composer's long-lasting appeal: 
He built to last. In drama the only parallel is Shakespeare. Verdi is Shakespearean 
in his direct line to many levels of audience, his protean range, his inwardness 
with the human, and his ups and downs; above all in his stageworthiness over 
time. What the Victorian audience assumed and looked for we no longer share; 
yet nearly every one of Verdi's works can make good his call, at seventy-six: 
'We're still here! Roll up!' 336 
336 Rosselli, Life of Verdi, 187. 
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Toward the Creation of Original Libretti 
Verdi was at the forefront of the trend for composers to exercise a dominant role 
in the writing of libretti. Richard Wagner followed his example and eventually concluded 
that it was best for the composer to assume the task of the versification himself: 
Today, two different people cannot entertain the possibility of achieving a 
finished drama because, as they candidly discuss - in view of the circumstances 
of modern life - the obstacles to such a collaboration, their enterprise will be 
nipped in the bud. Only the lonely one, in the grip of inspiration, can transmute 
this melancholy situation into the joy of creativity and, as though drunk, urge 
himself on to render the impossible possible. For he alone is driven by two 
artistic forces, against which he cannot struggle, and to which he must voluntarily 
sacrifice himself. 337 
Wagner did not specify which "circumstances of modern life" were impediments for the 
traditional collaboration. But his candid description of motivating himself to write the 
libretti despite the isolation and sacrifice is intriguing. His advocacy of the need for 
operatic composers to combine the '"two artistic forces" had a tremendous impact on 
opera. In his book Opera as Dramatic Poetry, Wallace Dace describes the effect of 
Wagner's composer-librettist mandate: 
This is contrary, of course to almost all prior thinking on the subject of opera, and 
it would be hard to take seriously the audacity of Wagner's intellectual leap 
toward the future were it not for the enormous success of his own works for the 
lyric theater, for which he prepared the texts in prose, versified them, then set 
them to distinguished, unforgettable music. 338 
Dace correctly identifies Wagner's influence in this development. A number of 
subsequent composers followed his paradigm, including Rimsky-Korsakov, Delius, and 
Prokofiev. Dace further describes the trend: 
337 Richard Wagner, Oper und Drama in Gesamme/te Schriften und Dichtungen (Leipzig: Fritsch 
Publishers, 1888), IV, 209. 
338 Wallace Dace, Opera as Dramatic Poetry (New York: Vantage Press, 1993), x. 
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Is there a trend toward the practice of the composer as his own librettist? Is our 
perception of opera turning away from the idea of "opera as a form of music" 
toward "opera as a form of dramatic poetry"? Is the opera libretto becoming better 
understood as the vital underpinning of the finished work, without which opera 
can tum into oratorio or scenic cantata? And is this perception leading more and 
more composers to the belief that they are obligated to control all the variables of 
the text themselves, in order to create an opera that truly expresses their own most 
deeply felt ideas and beliefs? The answer to all these questions seems to be 
"Yes. ,339 
As Dace points out, many composers smce Wagner have written their own 
libretti, such as Michael Tippet and Herschel Garfein. The most likely reason is the last 
one he suggests: so that they can "truly expresses their own most deeply felt ideas and 
beliefs." The highly expressive and personalized music that began with the Romantics 
gave composers the courage and desire to determine the content and format of the text 
themselves. The expansive orchestration and highly lyrical arias no longer supported the 
strict meter, rhyme, and stanza forms that Verdi so willingly cast aside when the music 
demanded otherwise. When the emergence of individual rights materialized on a large 
scale across Western society, composers also began to assert their artistic freedom from 
the dictates of convention. While the great - some say greatest - librettist, Metastasio 
(1698-1782) had already claimed that "no music drama would be perfect or interesting 
till the poet and musician were one, as in ancient times,"340 composers simply did not 
follow his dictum until the end of the nineteenth century. 
The ensuing question is then how does one create and assess a quality libretto, 
meaning one whose plot, characters, and central ideas have literary merit and whose 
verse has poetic beauty. In Poetics, Aristotle argued that a principal reason why dramatic 
339 Ib"d I ., X. 
340 Ib"d .. I ., XVII. 
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poetry is better than epic poetry was because the drama had "as no trifling component, 
music and spectacle, in which the pleasure of tragedy to a great extent consists. "341 As 
Aristotle indicates, high standards in music and dramatic writing do not imply a mutually 
exclusive equation, but when joined toward the common goal of a worthy tragedy, they 
are natural complements to one another. 
One of the lessons in the mediocre reception of Verdi's Macbeth during his 
lifetime is that an artist's works are often not fully appreciated during his lifetime. Percy 
Bysshe Shelley commented on this in his "A Defence of Poetry: An Essay": 
Even in modem times, no living poet ever arrived at the fullness of his fame; the 
jury which sits in judgment upon a poet, belonging as he does to all time, must be 
composed of his peers: it must be impanelled by Time from the selectest of the 
wise of many generations. 342 
Most critics agree with this assessment, including T. S. Eliot. In The Use of Poetry and 
the Use of Criticism, Eliot also notes that Shelley's "view of poetry is not dissimilar to 
that of Wordsworth," and describes Shelley's language in "Defence of Poetry" as 
magniloquent. However, he finds Wordsworth's writing in his Preface to Lyrical Ballads 
to be superior to Shelley's Defence. 343 In reviewing the Preface, his view of poetry does 
echo Shelley's sentiments, but he also gives more detail: 
For, to treat the subject with the clearness and coherence of which it is 
susceptible, it would be necessary to give a full account of the present state of 
the public taste in this country, and to determine how far this taste is healthy 
or depraved; which, again, could not be determined, without pointing out in 
what manner language and the human mind act and re-act on each other, and 
341 Aristotle, Poetics (1462a14), as quoted in Wallace Dace's Opera as Dramatic Poetry, xvii-xviii. 
342 Percy Bysshe Shelley, "A Defence ofPoetry: An Essay," 1819 (12 December 2011). 
<http:/ /percybyssheshelley .classicauthors.net/DefenceOfPoetry /> 
343 T. S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry, 93. 
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without retracing the revolutions, not of literature alone, but likewise of society 
itself.344 
Wordsworth qualifies the reception and judgment of poetry according to the potential of 
the public taste to be either "healthy or depraved." It is a sound distinction since history 
shows that cultural tastes do not progress linearly, but go through periodic ups and downs 
instead. The qualities he ascribes to good poets could also apply to librettists: 
Taking up the subject, then, upon general grounds, let me ask, what is meant 
by the word Poet? What is a Poet? to whom does he address himself? and what 
language is to be expected from him?-He is a man speaking to men: a man, it 
is true, endowed with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and 
tenderness, who has a greater knowledge of human nature, and a more 
comprehensive soul, than are supposed to be common among mankind. 345 
The qualities Wordsworth associates with the 'Poet' were embodied by Shakespeare, and 
are reminiscent of John Tobin's description of his most noteworthy features. 
Groos and Parker discuss some of the difficulties in combining music and text in 
opera: "Most listeners appreciate Songs Without Words; many demonstrably prefer 
'operas without words'. Nobody seems to want 'operas without music' "346 Their 
argument that some people like 'operas without words' seems more likely due to the 
difficulty in understanding what is being sung because it is in a foreign language. Almost 
all theaters now use screens discretely placed on the sides of the hall that have 
simultaneous translations. Groos and Parker also observe that many scholars have shown 
hostility toward the notion of libretti as literature: 
344 William Wordsworth, "Preface to Lyrical Ballads," 1800 (25 January 2012). 
<http://www .bartleby .com/39/36.html> 
345 Ibid. 
346 Groos and Parker, Reading Opera, I. 
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We certainly do not deny the primacy of music in the performance of opera and 
in opera scholarship, and would scarcely be interested in opera were it not for the 
music. Nonetheless, there are compelling reasons for interest in libretti, not the 
least of which are the longstanding prejudices against them and the scholarly 
tradition that has, until recently, reiterated it. 347 
As these critics suggest, the sparse scholarship that exists on libretti has been 
primarily focused on the negative quality of the genre. While they also argue that this 
tendency is common primarily in English-speaking traditions, as opposed to the Italian 
and French who prize their librettists, the peril of a poor quality product remains for both 
adaptors of literature and for composers of original libretti. The more demanding process 
for writing an original work involves the intricate fusion of creative, literary and 
collaborative interests within the confmes of the musical setting. On the one hand is the 
attractive promise of giving free reign to the imagination to generate a plot, characters, 
and settings. On the other is the limitation that the text must be subsumed into the more 
imperative goal of generating a work that is musically plausible and attractive. 
Unfortunately, this latter consideration has often dominated literary concerns, resulting in 
rather mediocre plays with feeble character development, unsubstantive plots, and overly 
melodramatic themes. Another area that suffers is the often superficial diction and 
dialogue, with the ubiquitous "tra Ia Ia, Ia Ia, Ia Ia " in lieu of more meaningful verse. 
While the singer might rightfully counter that is it much easier to sing on vowels and 
perform lengthy passages using the fewest words possible, the resulting textual frivolity 
and inane repetition do little to controvert the poor reputation of many libretti. 
347 Ibid., I. 
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It is critical to distinguish the composition process of librettists who produce 
original works from those who focus on adaptations of literature. The most notable 
difference is the role of the imagination in the creation of a new plot and characters as 
opposed to merely restating another author's concept. A further significant distinction is 
the relative freedom that an original librettist has with language, with no need to 
incorporate the extant text so that the story will be familiar to audiences. However, both 
types of librettists must work collaboratively with the composer, and acquiesce to the 
requirements of his music, as well as to his inevitable editorial role and final say. In the 
case of composers such as Richard Wagner, who have the literary and linguistic aptitude 
to create their own libretti, the synthesis of text and score becomes a far less arduous 
proposition, with the obvious advantage of a cohesive artistic vision and the immediacy 
of textual and musical conformity. 
What a composer of an original libretto can learn from these observations is that 
both critics and audiences will look for an imaginative story that has depth and meaning, 
irrespective of genre (comedy, tragedy, historical, etc.). They should also aim for a theme 
that includes some features of the universal understanding of the human condition. The 
librettist should also create interesting characters who have a certain profundity, and try 
to maintain a witty, aesthetically pleasing use of language and rhyme. Setting is also an 
important feature, as the more picturesque locales tend to create better theater. Finally, as 
Verdi and his librettists showed, the most successful results are achieved because of the 
authors' willingness to revise repeatedly until the desired effect is attained. 
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When creating the plot, the importance of considering the dramatic scenery and 
setting of the opera should not be underestimated. After studying a number of libretti 
from different time periods, James Fuld notes that stage production has often determined 
which dramatic representations are superior. He observes: 
From the standpoint of theater, the original libretto frequently shows best the 
original dramatic intent of the librettist. The text has greater clarity, and may be 
more evident. Stage directions and spoken dialogue are usually included. The 
introductions by many librettists give an insight to the goals and problems of the 
librettists of the day.348 
Fuld highlights the fact that there may be changes in the original text once the score is 
produced and revised, with the unfortunate consequence that some of the librettist's 
initial intent may be altered. However, most changes to the plays are not drastic with 
regard to theme, plot and content, and mainly involve modifications to word usage. For 
most writers, this tendency is for the better since the theme and plot, together with 
language nuance and character attributes, are the most crucial features of the creative 
process. 
There is another dilemma for librettists that is rarely discussed is: For whom do 
you write? Yourself, or your audience? Peter Elbow addresses this quandary in his 
article, "Closing My Eyes as I Speak: An Argument for Ignoring Audience." He 
recognizes how influential human respect and response can be for the writer. In order to 
avoid the more deleterious effects of public opinion on the end product, Elbow argues 
that "in recognition of how pervasive the role of audience is in writing" one must 
348 James Fuld, World Famous Libretti: The Musical Theater from 1598 to Today (New York: Pendragon 
Press, 1984), ix. 
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"celebrate the benefits of ignoring audience."349 He does not insist that the writer should 
entirely ignore the audience in question, but rather keep it at bay while the initial stages 
are being produced. In this light, he is of the opinion that the first steps of writing are 
highly personal and therefore need to be prolonged and safeguarded to ensure the quality 
of the outcome. Elbow further stipulates that the sway of others' opinions can adversely 
affect both the independent thinking and the material in the writer's product. He 
elaborates on this point: "It is not that writer should never think about their audience. It's 
a question of when. An audience is a field of force. The closer we come - the more we 
think about these readers - the stronger the pull they exert on the contents of our 
minds."350 In one sense, the pull of other people's opinions is akin to a ferromagnetic 
field around the writer's thought process. 
However, the need to jealously guard the creative process from undue outside 
influence can be very difficult to enforce, especially because it goes against the grain of 
human nature. Most people unconsciously pay heed to what people think, and often 
sheepishly conform to convention to avoid condemnation and rejection. This impulse is 
all the more potent in the artistic temperament, which is by nature highly sensitive and 
even vulnerable. But the need for courage in asserting one's own personal and creative 
voice is paramount to ensure the quality of the product in the long-term. This assertion 
does not imply being lax in craftsmanship or skill, but rather indicates the necessity of 
349 Peter Elbow, "Closing My Eyes as I Speak: An Argument for Ignoring Audience," College English, 
Vol. 49, No. I (January 1987): 50. 
350 Ibid., 51. 
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protecting original thought. Elbow makes this distinction when he indicates the proper 
time to take public response into consideration: 
After we have figured out our thinking in copious exploratory or draft writing -
perhaps finding the right voice or stance as well - then we can follow the 
traditional rhetorical advice: think about readers and revise carefully to adjust our 
words and thoughts to our intended audience. 351 
By combining the autonomy of "voice" and "stance" within the boundaries of established 
standards of competency, the writer can then confidently proceed to build on firmer 
ground during the composing process. 
In Argufoing: Essays on Literature and Culture, Empson advocates a similar 
approach: "For personally I am attracted by the notion of a hearty indifference to one's 
own and other people's feelings, when a fragment of the truth is in question."352 His 
staunch defense of ignoring people's feelings when "the truth is in question" speaks well 
of his personal integrity. Empson was also able to detach himself well enough from the 
subject of his poem, To an Old Lady, that his mother could read into it something totally 
different from what he originally intended. He was able to transform his own experience 
into a larger theme that had a broader, more universal appeal. Or, as he puts it in 
Argufoing: "Certainly this may seem a dismal prospect; a poet writing for psychoanalysts 
does not cut so dignified a figure as a poet writing for the delight of a reverent 
posterity."353 This latter observation also suggests that in order for a work to have 
lasting appeal, the author needs to avoid narcissism and excessive self-centeredness. 
351 Ibid., 52. 
352 William Empson, Argu.fYing: Essays on Literature and Culture, ed. John Haffenden (Iowa City: 
University oflowa Press, 1988), 83. 
353 Ibid., 86. 
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Nevertheless, this type of humility need not extend to self-effacement. In their 
description of the librettist's poetic expression, Groos and Parker suggest an 
uncomfortable self-abasement: "In tragedy and comedy, poetry occupies the principal 
place, whereas in opera it should occupy the lowest, functioning in the former -
according to a commonplace metaphor- as mistress and in the latter as servant." 354 
This characterization is insulting to the librettist, and also disregards the fact that having 
poetry occupy the "lowest" function is the principal reason why many libretti are second-
rate. 
Peter Conrad makes a distinction that libretti are more anchored in the novel 
form than in drama: 
My argument is that music and drama are dubious, even antagonistic, partners and 
that opera's actual literary analogue is the novel. Drama is limited to the exterior 
life of action, and romanticism increasingly deprecates both the tedious 
willfulness of action and the limits of the form which transcribes it. The novel, in 
contrast, can explore the interior life of motive and desire and is naturally musical 
because mental. It traces the motions of thought, of which music is an image. 
Opera is more musical novel that musical drama. 355 
An obvious refutation to Conrad's contention that music and drama are antagonistic 
partners is in the case of Verdi's Shakespearean adaptations. However, his association of 
opera with the novel form is useful in explaining the role of imagination in the audience's 
perception or vision of the interior and exterior realities that the composer and librettist 
are trying to portray. 
354 Groos and Parker, Reading Opera, 3. 
355 Conrad, Romantic Opera and Literary Form, 1. 
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And so we arrive at the delicate juncture of assessing the libretto's claim to the 
throne of literary legitimacy. To pass judgment fairly, it is only proper to listen to the two 
sides of the argument. On the one side, representing the majority of literary scholars, is 
the description of libretti in the largest and most authoritative reference guide, the Grove 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians: "The study of librettos was for a long time neglected 
by historians of opera and oratorio, and it has generally been taken for granted that the 
vast majority of them are as literature beneath contempt."356 To be sure, theirs is an 
unequivocal appraisal. While it reflects the general tendency to dismiss most libretti 
outright as having pathetic pretensions of literary merit, it should be remembered that this 
supposition has been primarily confmed to the domain of English-speaking scholarship. 
To arrive at a more conclusive- and responsible- assessment of the genre of 
libretti, it is essential to consider the viewpoints of scholars in other countries, especially 
those that have an operatic tradition. Groos and Parker provide a compelling 
juxtaposition of the Grove defmition against the 'libretto' entry in the Italian Dizionario 
della musica e dei musicisti to highlight the nearly opposite definitions among Anglo-
American and Italian scholars. The Italian dictionary states that libretti have had 
"autonomous poetic merit" and very significantly, that "an evaluation of the libretto 
cannot leave out of consideration its purpose and its need to link the various arts that 
comprise melodrama: poetry itself, the dramatic, visual, and choreographic element of 
theater.m57 Groos and Parker explain that the root of this disparity in views on libretti is 
356 Edward Dent and Patrick Smith, The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1980), X, 822. 
357 Groos and Parker, Reading Opera, 9. 
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that Anglo-Americans have a "linguistic insularity as well as the innate prejudice of a 
culture with a dominant tradition of spoken drama and no indigenous opera."358 The 
inevitable result, they say, is that "libretti have understandably been neglected by 
English-speaking literary scholars." Their assessment is similar to that of W. H. Auden, 
whose description of the English antipathy toward opera was cited earlier. Thus, it is 
reasonable to conclude that the question of literary merit in libretti composition is, at the 
very least, unsettled. Most importantly, it is subject to the influence of the tradition of 
drama and opera in the respective country of the reviewer. 
An original libretto will have the unfortunate disadvantage of being critiqued 
within the confines of the operatic format. If the writer is not the composer, he will have 
the additional difficulty of having little or no control over the music that accompanies the 
play. While it is true that poor music will mercilessly overshadow even the best of 
libretti, the same can be said of a deplorably weak libretto compromising the best of 
composers. Furthermore, in order to judge the poetic merits of a libretto's verse, it is only 
fair to recognize that the operatic format implies a necessary adjustment in language and 
rhythm. It also cannot be read aloud in the same way, or be expected to have the same 
length, as a typical play; neither can it be expected to have the ease, detail, and fluency of 
the spoken language. 
Aside from these conditions, an operatic libretto may be expected- perhaps even 
more so than an ordinary play - to reveal emotional depth in its characters, and to have a 
certain clarity in the plot. Given the enormous advantage of the power of music to 
358 Ibid., 9. 
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heighten the intensity of the dramatic features, a librettist should aim for ptercmg 
language that conveys ideas that are neither trite nor platitudinal, but rather authentic . . . 
and yes, even grand. Together with the music, the libretto should inspire the audience: It 
should transport them on a voyage that travels both deeply within and imaginatively 
without, providing the spectators with a view of life and the human condition that can be 
serious without being morbid, tragic without being humorless, witty without being 
facetious, and romantic without being maudlin. In short, the librettist should approach his 
task as an adventure in imaginative daring. 
202 
Bibliography 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
Shakespeare, William. The Tragedy of Macbeth, c.1606. 
---.The Tragedy of Othello, the Moor ofVenice,1603. 
---. The First Part of Henry the Fourth, 1597. 
---. The Second Part of Henry the Fourth, 1599. 
---. The Life of Henry the Fifth, 1599. 
---. The Merry Wives ofWindsor, 1597. 
Verdi , Giuseppe and Francesco Maria Piave, Macbeth. (1847), libretto for the opera 
by Verdi. 
---. and Arrigo Boito, Otello (1887), libretto for the opera by Verdi. 
---.and Arrigo Boito, Falstaff(1893), libretto for the opera by Verdi. 
SECONDARY SOURCES: BOOKS 
Albright, Daniel. Musicking Shakespeare: A Conflict of Theatres. Rochester, NY: 
University of Rochester Press, 2007. 
Aristotle, Poetics. Trans. S.H. Butcher. Charleston, SC: Forgotten Books, 2007. 
The Nicomachean Ethics (Oxford World's Classics). Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1998. 
Berger, William. Verdi with a Vengeance. New York: Vintage Books, 2000. 
Brown, William Wells. Clotel, or The President's Daughter: A Narrative ofSlave Life. 
New Hampshire: Ayer Company Publishers, 1853 
Budden, Julian, Verdi. New York: Vintage Books, 1985. 
Burnett, Archie. Milton's Style: The Shorter Poems, Paradise Regained, and 'Samson 
Agonistes '. London and New York: Longman Group Ltd., 1981. 
203 
Busch, Hans, ed. and tr. Verdi's Falstaff in Letters and Contemporary Reviews. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997. 
Black, Conolly, et al., eds. The Broadview Anthology of British Literature. Vol. 1. 
Ontario: Broadview Press, 2006. 
Busch, Hans, ed. and tr. Verdi's Falstaff in Letters and Contemporary Reviews. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997. 
Calderwood, James. The Properties of Othello. Amherst: The University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1989. 
Clegg, Cyndia Susan, ed. The peaceable and prosperous regiment of blessed Queene 
Elisabeth: A Facsimile from Ho/inshed's Chronicles (1587). San Marino: 
Huntington Library/University of California Press, 2005. 
Coleridge, Samuel Taylor. Biographia Literaria: Or Biographical Sketches of my 
Literary Life and Opinions. George Watson, ed. London: Everyman's Library, 
1906. 
The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge: Lectures 1808-1819 on 
Literature, Vols. I and II. R. A. Foakes, ed., Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1987. 
Conrad, Peter. Romantic Opera and Literary Form. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1977. 
Dace, Wallace. Opera as Dramatic Poetry. New York: Vantage Press, 1993. 
De Cande, Roland. Jean-Sebastien Bach. Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1984. 
Dent, Edward. The Rise of Romantic Opera. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1976. 
---. and Patrick Smith. The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1980. 
---. and David Cairns. Mozart and his Operas. Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2006. 
DuBois, W.E.B. The Souls of Black Folk. New York: Penguin Books, 1989. 
Eliot, T.S. Selected Essays. New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1950. 
204 
---. The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism: Studies in the Relation of Criticism to 
Poetry in England. London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1933. 
---. Introduction to The Wheel of Fire: Interpretations of Shakespearean Tragedy, by G. 
Wilson Knight. Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1964. 
Empson, William. Argufoing: Essays on Literature and Culture. John Haffenden, ed. 
Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1988. 
---.Essays on Shakespeare. David Pirie, ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1986. 
The Complete Poems of William Empson. John Haffenden, ed. London: Penguin 
Books, 2000. 
Fuld, James World Famous Libretti: The Musical Theater from 1598 to Today. New 
York: Pendragon Press, 1984. 
Godefroy, Vincent. The Dramatic Genius of Verdi, Volume 1. London: Victor 
Gollancz Ltd., 1975. 
Graf, Herbert. Opera for the People. New York: Da Capo Press, 1973. 
Greetham, D.C. Textual Scholarship: An Introduction. New York: GarlandPublishing, 
Inc., 1994. 
Grier, James. The Critical Editing of Music: History, Method, and Practice. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. 
Groos, Arthur and Roger Parker, eds., Reading Opera. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1988. 
Hepokoski, James. Giuseppe Verdi: Falstaff. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1983. 
---. Guiseppe Verdi: Otello. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987. 
Honigmann, E. A. J. Introduction. In The Arden Shakespeare: Othello. Surrey: 
Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1996. 
Johnson, Samuel. Johnson on Shakespeare, Vol./. Edited by Arthur Sherbo. New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1968. 
205 
Kastan, David Scott. Introduction. In The Arden Shakespeare: The First Part of King 
Henry IV London: Arden Shakespeare Books , 2002. 
Kerrigan, William et al, eds. The Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton. 
New York: The Modern Library, 2007. 
Knight, G. Wilson. The Wheel of Fire: Interpretations of Shakespearean Tragedy. 
Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1964. 
Lang, Paul Henry. The Experience ofOpera. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1973. 
---.Critic at the Opera. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1971. 
Lawton, David, ed. Macbeth: 'Melodramma' in Four Acts: Critical Commentary. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005. 
Leavis, F. R. The Common Pursuit. London: Chatto & Windus, 1952. 
Lindenberger, Herbert. Opera in History. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998. 
Lindley, David. Shakespeare and Music. London: Arden Publishing, 2006. 
Littlejohn, David. The Ultimate Art: Essays Around and About Opera. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1992. 
Oliver, H. J. Introduction. In Arden Shakespeare: The Merry Wives of Windsor. 
London: Metheun & Co., 1971. 
Osborne, Charles. The Complete Operas of Verdi. New York: Da Capo Press, 1969. 
---. Letters of Giuseppe Verdi. London: Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1971. 
Parker, Roger. ed. The Oxford Illustrated History of Opera. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1994. 
The New Grove Guide to Verdi and His Operas. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007. 
Peattie, A. and Harewood, Earl (of), eds. The New Kobbe 's Opera Book. New York: 
Putnam's Sons, 1997. 
Phillips-Matz, Mary Jane. Verdi: A Biography. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993. 
Ricks, Christopher. Allusion to the Poets. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002. 
---. Dylan's Visions ofSin. New York: HarperCollins, 2003. 
---. (ed.) The New Oxford BookofVictorian Verse. Oxford: Oxford University Press: 
2008. 
206 
Rimsky-Korsakov, Nikolay. Principles of Orchestration. New York: Dover 
Publications, 1922. 
Rosen, David and Andrew Containing personal underlinings Containing personal 
underlinings, eds. Verdi's Macbeth: A Sourcebook. New York: W.W. Norton & 
Co., 1984. 
Rosselli, John. The Life of Verdi. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000. 
Roy, J. E. Histoire de Ia Chevalerie. Tours: Admame & Cie., 1873. 
Sadie, Stanley, ed. History of Opera. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1990. 
Schmidt, Alexander. Shakespeare Lexicon and Quotation Dictionary (Vols. I & 2). 
New York: Dover Publications, 1971. 
Sherbo, Arthur, ed. Johnson on Shakespeare, Vol. I. New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1968. 
Smith, Patrick. The Tenth Muse: A Historical Study of the Opera Libretto. New York: 
KnopfBooks, 1970. 
Sternfeld, F. W. The Birth ofOpera. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993. 
Stove, R.J. A Student's Guide to Music History. Wilmington: lSI Books, 2007. 
Tobin, J.J.M., ed. "Shakespeare's Life." The Tragedy of Hamlet Prince of Denmark. 
Boston: Cengage Learning, 2012. 
Wagner, Richard. Oper und Drama in Gesammelte Schriften und Dichtungen. 
Leipzig: Fritsch Publishers, 1888. 
Werfel, Franz and Paul Stefan, eds. and tr. Verdi: The Man in his Letters. New York: 
ViennaHouse, 1973. 
Wills, Garry. Verdi's Shakespeare: Men of the Theater. New York: Viking Press, 2011. 
Wordsworth, William. "Preface to Lyrical Ballads," 1800 (25 January 2012). 
<http://www. bartleby .com/39/36.html> 
Young, Percy M. Handel. New York: Collier Books, 1963. 
SECONDARY SOURCES: ARTICLES AND PERIODICALS 
207 
Albright, Daniel. "The witches and the witch: Verdi's Macbeth." Cambridge Opera 
Journal. Vol. 17, No.3, Nov. 2005. 
"Golden Calves: The Role of Dance in Opera." Opera Quarterly. Winter 2006. 
Volume 22, Issue 1. <http://oq:oxfordjournals.org> (February 10, 2011). 
Barish, Jonas. "Madness, Hallucination, and Sleepwalking." In Verdi's Macbeth: A 
Sourcebook, ed. David Rosen and Andrew Porter. New York: W.W. Norton & 
Co., 1984. 
Barton, Anne. "The Merry Wives of Windsor." In The Riverside Shakespeare 2nd 
Edition, eds. G. Blakemore Evans and J.J.M. Tobin. Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Co., 1997. 
Bate, Jonathan. Introduction. In Andrew Marvell: The Complete Poems, ed. Elizabeth 
Story Donno. London: Penguin Books, 2005. 
Bevington, David. Introduction. In Henry IV, Part I. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1987. 
Bloom, Harold, ed. "The Analysis of Character." In Sir John Falstaff Philadelphia: 
Chelsea House Publishers, 2004 
Brooke, Nicholas Introduction. In Oxford World Classics: Macbeth. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1990. 
Burroughs, Bruce. "In Review: Met Stars Sing Verdi." Opera Quarterly Vol. 18, No. 
2 (Spring 2002). 
Carter, Tim. "The Seventeenth Century." In The Oxford Illustrated History of Opera. 
ed. Roger Parker. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994. 
Craik, T. W. Introduction. In Oxford World Classics: The Merry Wives of Windsor. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990. 
Davidson, Michael. "Holland- un-Verdian 'Otello."' Opera, Annual Festival Issue 
(1996). 
208 
Degrada, Francesco. "Observations on the Genesis of Verdi's Macbeth." In Verdi's 
Macbeth: A Sourcebook, edited by David Rosen and Andrew Porter. New York: 
W.W. Norton & Co., 1984. 
Dubrow, Heather. "Twentieth-Century Shakespeare Criticism." In The Riverside 
Shakespeare. 2nd Ed. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1997. 
Elbow, Peter. "Closing My Eyes as I Speak: An Argument for Ignoring Audience." 
College English, Vol. 49, No.1 (January 1987). 
Eliot, T. S. "The Borderline of Prose." In The New Statesman, IX 215 (19 May 1917). 
Evans, G. Blakemore. "Shakespeare's Text." In The Riverside Shakespeare, eds. G. 
Blakemore Evans et al. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1997. 
Falconer-Sakefeld, Bridget. "Louis Moreau Gottschalk: Evidence for the Dedication 
of Adieufunebre." American Music, Vol. 25, No.3 (Fall2007). 
Gossett, Philip. "The Skeleton Score of Verdi's Una vendetta in domino: Two 
Surviving Fragments." Notes (Music Library Association), 2nd Series, Vol. 64, 
No. 3 (March 2008). 
Hepokoski, James. "Boito and F.V. Hugo's 'Magnificent Translation': A Study in the 
Genesis of the Otello Libretto." In Reading Opera, edited by Arthur Groos 
and Roger Parker. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988. 
Humphreys, A. R. Introduction. In the Arden Shakespeare The First Part of King Henry 
IV. London: Methuen and Co., 1960. 
Kermode, Frank. Introduction. In Macbeth. The Riverside Shakespeare, 1997. 
---. Introduction. In Othello, the Moor ofVenice. The Riverside Shakespeare, 1997. 
---."Shakespeare's Text." In The Riverside Shakespeare, 1997. 
Kimbell, David R. B. Verdi in the Age of Italian Romanticism. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981. 
Laroche, Rebecca. "Review: Shakespeare and Women." Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 
57, No.2 (Summer 2006). 
209 
Mabillard, Amanda. "Shakespeare's Last Will and Testament." In Shakespeare Online. 
20 Aug. 2000. (5 Jan. 2012). 
<http://www.shakespeareonline.com/biography/shakespearewill.html > 
Marvin, Roberta Montemorra. "The Censorship of Verdi's Operas m Victorian 
London," Music & Letters Vol. 82, No.4 (November 2001). 
Marx, Steven. "Shakespeare's Pacifism." Renaissance Quarterly, Vol. 45, No. 1 (Spring 
1992). 
McKie, Michael. "The Origins and Early Development of Rhyme in English Verse." 
The Modern Language Review Vol. 92, No. 4 (October 1997). 
Melchiori, Giorgio. "0 thou blacke weede." Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 32, No. 3 
(Autumn 1981). 
---. Introduction in The Arden Shakespeare: The Merry Wives of Windsor. London: 
Thomas Nelson & Sons, 2000. 
"The Music of Words. From Madrigal to Drama and Beyond: Shakespeare 
Foreshadowing an Operatic Technique." In Italian Culture in the Drama of 
Shakespeare & his Contemporaries, ed. Michelle Marrapodi. Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate Publishing, 2007. 
Muir, Kenneth Introduction. In The Arden Shakespeare: Macbeth. London: Methuen 
and Co., 1953. 
Parker, Roger. "The last style: 'Otello" (1887) and 'Falstaff' (1893)." In Grove Music 
Online. (10February 2011). 
<http:/ /www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/ grove/music/29191 pg 
9> 
---."On Reading Nineteenth-Century Opera: Verdi through the Looking-Glass." In 
Reading Opera, edited by Arthur Groos and Roger Parker. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1988. 
Neill, Michael ed. Introduction. In Otel/o, the Moor of Venice Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
2006. 
Ridley, M. R. Introduction. In The Arden Shakespeare: Othello. Suffolk: Chaucer Press, 
1958. 
Sanders, Julie. Review of Musicking Shakespeare: A Conflict of Theatres, Daniel 
Albright. Music & Letters (Oxford Journals) Vol. 89, No.3, August 2008. 
210 
Schlegel, August Wilhelm. "A Note on Shakespeare's Macbeth." In Verdi's 
Macbeth: A Sourcebook, edited by David Rosen and Andrew Porter. New York: 
W. W. Norton & Co., 1984. 
Shaw, George Bernard. "A Word More about Verdi." The Anglo-Saxon Review. March 
1901 (1 June2011). 
<http://www.operainfo.org/broadcast/operaTeaching > 
Shawn, Allen. "Craft's Stravinsky." The Atlantic, August 1998. 
Shelley, Percy Bysshe. "A Defence ofPoetry: An Essay," 1819 (12 December 2011). 
<http:/ /percybyssheshelley .classicauthors.net/DefenceOtPoetry /> 
Sherbo, Arthur, ed. Johnson on Shakespeare, Vol. I. New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1968. 
Steffes, Michael. '"As dewe in Aprylle': 'I syng of a mayden' and the liturgy." 
Medium Aevum. (22 March 2002). 
Tambling, Jeremy. "Shakespeare in Opera." The Literary Encyclopedia. 18 July 2002 
(1 May 2011). 
<http:/ /www.litencyc.com/php/stopics. php?rec=true& UID= 1208> 
Tobin, J.J.M., ed. "Shakespeare's Life." In The Tragedy of Hamlet Prince of 
Denmark. Boston: Cengage Learning, 2012. 
Tommasini, Anthony. "Verdi Versus Shakespeare: With 'Macbeth' It's a Draw." In 
The New York Times. 9 May 2008. (22 April 2011) 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/09/arts/music/09macb.html> 
Weaver, William. "The Shakespeare Verdi Knew." In Verdi's Macbeth: A Sourcebook, 
edited by David Rosen and Andrew Porter. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 
1984. 
Weis, Rene. Introduction. In Oxford World Classics: Henry IV, Part II. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1997. 
Weisstein, Ulrich, "Reflections on a Golden Style: W. H. Auden's Theory of Opera. 
Comparative Literature. Vol. 22, No. 2, Spring 1970. 
Wills, Garry. "Verdi & Boito: The Great Collaboration." The New York Review of Books. 
24 March 20 11. (print) 
211 
"Shakespeare and Verdi in the Theater." The New York Review of Books. 24 
November 2011. (8 December 2011) 
<http:/ /www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/20 11 /nov /24/shakespeare-and verdi-
theater/> 
Vita 
 
212 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
